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Abstract 
 
 
The ‘Other’ is a term used in writing to distinguish a person or character from the Self, where 
the Self is seen as a normative point of reference (Derrida in Kapila 1996, p.421). However, 
this is a term steeped in power dynamics stemming from colonisation. The coloniser is seen 
as ‘normal’ while the Other is rendered abnormal or subaltern (Spivak 1988). These dynamics 
play out in representations of refugees in fiction writing in which the dominant story is of a 
refugee fleeing persecution and trauma to a benevolent and welcoming Western country. 
While there has been substantial enquiry into the representation of the Other in the field of 
literary studies (see Achebe 2016; Bhabha 2012; Hall 1997; Said 2003; Spivak 1988), there is 
limited academic research into the writing of Otherness from standpoint of the writer, 
although writings by Jessica Rose (2011), Meme McDonald (in McDonald & Pryor 1999/2000), 
Angela Savage (2016), Catherine Padmore (2006) and John Eakin (2004) provide important 
insights.  
 
This has been complicated by criticism over how and if characters written by writers of other 
backgrounds may be represented ethically. Yet, in the wake of the current ‘refugee crisis,’ 
stories about refugees as a form of advocacy, written by or co-authored with writers who are 
not themselves refugees, have become more commonplace (see Al Muderis et al. 2014; 
Cleave 2008; de Kretser 2012; Eggers 2006; Menchú 1984; Nazer & Lewis 2003; Scott & 
Keneally 2013). Yet we still have little information about the process of writing refugee 
narratives when the writer is not a refugee (Couser 1998). Is there a difference between 
novels that are created while subjects are consulted and ones that are written without 
consultation? A look into how novels of this kind are written can significantly contribute to the 
current debate on writing the Other in fiction. Due to its focus on methodology, this creative 
practice dissertation provides unique insight into writing the Other and the issues that arise 
when attempting to produce such a work.  
 
This practice-based study centres around the writing of an ethnographically informed novel 
manuscript entitled All the Time Lost that follows the lives of four characters from refugee 
backgrounds across a day in Melbourne. The novel is the culmination of three drafts, each 
using a different method inspired by ethnographic theory and research. The first draft is 
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characterised by fieldwork within the refugee community, the second draft by interviews and 
the third draft from feedback sessions. The dissertation examines the differences and 
consistencies between those drafts. 
 
This theoretical component begins with the premise that ethnographic methodologies have 
established mechanisms for writing the Other. When viewed through the lens of postcolonial 
theory, these methodologies can be used to examine how novels of this kind may be written 
ethically. Through the writing of the novel, the processes and methods of producing the 
drafts (fieldwork, interviews and participant feedback) of the manuscript are examined. This 
dissertation uses the writing process of the novel as somewhat of an experiment, by 
examining the evolution of the three drafts of the novel, each using a different method for 
writing Otherness, in order to note how it changes (or remains consistent) depending on the 
method used. The theoretical work locates the ethnographically informed novel in the context 
of the politics and practice of writing the Other in fiction.  
 
The differences in the drafts suggest that speaking to people of the backgrounds represented 
in the novel produces a different kind of novel to the one the writer might produce without 
this interaction. I argue that, before my interviews, I tended to adhere to the ‘national story’ 
(see Birch 2013), one which referenced existing stories told about Otherness. In this story, 
issues that reflected the country negatively, such as racism, were downplayed. The interviews 
led to a ‘post-national story’ which challenged the national story. In this second manuscript 
draft, issues such as racism became more pronounced. The implication is that writing without 
discussion with the people represented can be problematic. If not adequately reflected upon, 
it has the potential to reinforce the dominant cultural narrative. As such, this dissertation 
argues for a more nuanced framing of the debate to allow for questioning of traditional 
notions of what is acceptable in writing. 
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1. Description of the Project 
 
 
The thing is not to write what no one else could have written, but to write what only you 
could have written. – Nam Le, The Boat (2008, p.25) 
 
This dissertation examines what it means to write characters that are of a background 
different to the writer. It centres around the writing of a novel, All the Time Lost, which 
follows four characters from refugee backgrounds across a day in Melbourne. The production 
of the novel is unique in that it was written in three drafts, each using a different method 
inspired by ethnographic methodology. After gaining RMIT University research ethical 
approval, the first draft was written while the author conducted fieldwork in the refugee 
community through a volunteer organisation that provides free university-style courses to 
people seeking asylum. The second was written after interviewing 15 people from asylum-
seeker and refugee backgrounds. Participants were sourced from various locations, including 
a government-funded English language centre within a university with a large refugee student 
cohort. The third was produced after interview participants had had the opportunity to read 
the draft and provide feedback. Three interviewees participated in the feedback sessions. 
This dissertation is an exploration of how the novel manuscript evolved through increasing 
engagement with the people represented. By examining how this manuscript was written, the 
study aims to provide insights into how characters considered Other may be represented 
ethically. The results show that increasing engagement with Otherness shifts the narrative to 
one that deviates from the ‘national story.’ In this context, the national story refers to the 
dominant narratives told about refugees, which follow a similar structure and in which 
Western countries are seen as benevolent, racism is downplayed and the state of being a 
refugee is conflated with victimhood.  
 
All the Time Lost is considered a ‘refugee narrative.’ The refugee narrative features a person 
who identifies as a refugee and tends to illustrate the UNHR definition of having a ‘well-
founded fear of persecution’ of returning to one’s country of origin (UNHCR 2014) by the 
telling of a first-hand account of persecution. ‘Refugee narrative’ emerged as a term used to 
describe the testimonials of Holocaust survivors. The term ‘refugee life narratives’ was first 
used by Sissy Helff (2009b) in her essay ‘Refugee life narratives: The disturbing potential of a 
genre and the case of Mende Nazer’ to refer to longer works that are based on the stories of 
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refugees. In these texts, Helff (2009b, pp.333–334) argues, the treacherous journey from one 
land to a new country tends to be central to the plot. She points out that refugee writing is 
often associated with victimhood. This may be because many existing works that could be 
described as refugee life writing situate the main characters in relation to trauma (Helff 
2009a). Yet this is also closely associated, like the testimonial, with advocacy. According to 
Szörényi (2009, p.173): 
 
Many of those who suffer such injustice are also displaced by the associated events, 
and ‘refugees’ thus become one of the groups for whom ‘testimonials’— defined by 
Wendy Hesford as ‘narratives told in the first person by a narrator who recounts the 
trauma of human rights violations’ offer a valuable means of recording and 
publicizing experiences of abuse. 
 
Thus, for the purposes of this dissertation, the term ‘refugee narrative’ refers to stories in a 
narrative form based on testimony by those who have undergone forced migration,1 for the 
purposes of advocacy. Yet these are typically framed within a three-act structure (Zable 2016): 
a refugee character flees a country, overcomes a treacherous journey and arrives in Australia – 
often where the protagonist finds success. This narrative forms the ‘national story,’ in which 
the immigrant finds refuge from persecution, and the treatment of the refugee in the country 
of refuge is not interrogated in any significant detail in the writing. 
 
I take Derrida’s concept of the ‘other’ as a starting point. Derrida argues that Western 
metaphysics ‘is based on binary oppositions, a structure that easily subsumes the idea of the 
self as stable, normative point of reference, and the other, as constituted by the exclusions of 
this self’ (cited in Kapila 1996, p.421). Otherness itself arises out of a Western-centric view of 
the world. Othering, for example, is the act of making a person different and subaltern to the 
writer. However, the notion of the Other encompasses many disciplines. When I use the term 
‘Other,’ I draw upon definitions grounded in postcolonial theory and anthropology, and as a 
concept used in life writing. Otherness with a capital ‘O’ in postcolonial studies also refers to 
the way in which people of colour are made to be different, and subaltern, to the dominant 
white culture. It is seen as a system by which to maintain a white supremacy. To be made 
Other thus means to be seen as inferior by white groups.  
                                                                  
1 Regardless of the author’s intention, these can serve as forms of advocacy since they tend to document abuses of 
human rights, a criterion of refugee status, which is the persecution of a person based on religion, politics etc. 
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While in this dissertation I refer as Others to those who are different from myself, I have 
chosen to capitalise the ‘O’ in Other in order to acknowledge the power dynamics at play 
within representation. This character reference takes on a different meaning, one which 
acknowledges a history of misrepresentation. The use of the capitalised Other in subaltern 
studies thus refers to the Othering of a person, representing that person as inferior. As I refer 
to characters, I am doing so only to differentiate the Other from the Self, not to represent the 
Other as subaltern or inferior.  
 
Along these lines, Eakin (2004, p.8) sees Otherness as experiential. He argues that ‘we live 
our lives in relation to others, our privacies are largely shared, making it hard to demarcate 
the boundary where one life leaves off and another begins.’ In my writing, the Other is in 
opposition to the Self. However, the Self and Other are fluid, and increasingly complicated 
when subaltern groups are represented as Other, given that a significant power difference 
exists. How then can Otherness be represented or measured? 
 
In the social sciences, ethnography has historically been used as a methodology with which to 
represent Otherness. Miller (2010) argues that cultural and social anthropology helped to 
shape Otherness as a tool for scientific enquiry by emphasising sameness, usually in reference 
to the anthropologist’s own normative values. This by extension refers to Western values. 
Thus, the groups studied became seen as ‘different’ while Western cultural was seen as the 
normative point of reference. Postcolonialism complicates this notion (Rea 2010), situating 
Otherness firmly in opposition to Western culture. Otherness as a concept in postcolonial 
theory sees the Other as different from the Self, the Self representing the coloniser and the 
Other representing the colonised (see Bhabha 2012; Fanon 1952; Said 2003; Spivak 1988). 
Al-Saidi (2014, p.95) writes:  
 
The Other by definition lacks identity, propriety, purity, literality. In this sense he can 
be described as the foreign: the one who does not belong to a group, does not 
speak a given language, does not have the same customs; he is the unfamiliar, 
uncanny, unauthorized, inappropriate, and the improper.  
 
These definitions cannot be separated from the concept of the Other. However, ethnography 
through the lens of postcolonialism views the Other as closely linked to identity, and identity 
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is seen as fluid. Here, I draw on Stuart Hall’s concept of the postmodern subject, which is 
‘conceptualized as having no fixed, essential or permanent identity’ (Hall 1987 cited in Hall 
1996, p.598). To Hall, identity, or the question of ‘who I am’ (1996, p.1), is not unified since 
we have multiple cultural identities. Thus, cultural identity as we know it is constituted within 
representation, through history, language and culture (Hall 2011, p.4). To provide the 
semblance of cohesion, we construct a ‘comforting story’ about ourselves, or a ‘narrative of 
the self’ (Hall 1996, p.598). As Richards (2010, p.19) notes: 
 
post-colonialism sees identities, not as fixed and rooted, but as products of a world in 
constant motion. Although ‘race’, ethnicity, and nationality may appear to be the 
solid bedrock upon which we shape a sense of ourselves, these are not, nor have they 
ever been, stable, but are always being formed and reformed in different patterns 
and combinations in a process of constant interaction and change shaped by 
historical circumstance. As a consequence, identities are also in a constant state of 
flux.  
 
What I’m arguing is that, in order to construct the cultural identity of the Self, one constructs a 
comforting narrative of one’s own self. However, Otherness exists when a story of identity is 
created for or of the Other. When the Other is the subaltern subject, it also represents a 
history steeped in unequal power relations in which the Other is constructed as lacking 
compared to the Self. The implication of this is that historical representations of Self and 
Other in writing cannot be separated from the author’s representation. They exist within the 
same sphere in which identity is constructed. This must be taken into deep consideration with 
any attempt to write Otherness, as it has consequences for not just the conception of cultural 
identity of the Self but also that of the Other.  
 
Due to the politics of representation and the fluidity of the concepts of both Self and Other, 
the study requires a point against which to measure the concept of Otherness. I have written 
one of the characters as of a Chilean background, similar to my own Chilean-American 
background. By comparing the writing of Chilean-Australian character Lucy to the writing of 
the characters Amar (Iran), Azra (Somalia) and Nina (Sudan), I reflect upon what it means to 
write Otherness. Writers such as Padmore (2006) and McDonald (in McDonald & Pryor 
1999/2000) included their own background when reflecting on their writing Others. As such, 
my background as the ‘Self’ in this study becomes pertinent to my writing. Being of both a 
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white and Chilean background poses difficulty when I attempt to situate myself as either 
Chilean or American. Clare Land (Land 2015; cited in S Sullivan 2006) discusses idea of 
‘whitely’ ways of relating. She notes that these are ‘habits and dispositions that reproduce 
racial hierarchy and white privilege’ and clarifies that ‘not all people are whitely and not all 
whitely people are white’ (Land 2015, p.20). This follows from Australian critical analyses of 
whiteness in terms of the position of privilege that it provides by writers such as Eileen 
Moreton-Robinson (2004) and Ghassan Hage (1998). This is significant because of the 
relationship between whiteness and the maintenance of racial hierarchies, which positions 
whiteness as the norm against which other races are judged (Moreton-Robinson 2004, p.vii). I 
cannot say whether I am or not ‘whitely’ – I am both and therefore must be aware of the 
cultural privilege it provides, as well as the danger of supporting oppressive racial structures.  
 
Yet being of mixed race also poses its own unique issues. Hall in his seminal essay, ‘The 
spectacle of writing the Other’ (1997), notes those of mixed backgrounds are seen as a 
transgression of symbolic boundary and ‘matter out of place.’ There is a desire to dismiss this 
because it threatens the normal state of affairs. To Hall, the frustration caused by this defiance 
of category is the same phenomenon that compels cultures to close themselves against 
foreigners, intruders and ‘others’ as part of a process of purification (Kristeva cited in Hall 
1997, p.236). This mixture of cultural identity meant that a stable, normative point of 
reference for this dissertation was not easy to define.  
 
This was admittedly difficult to put into words at the start of writing. It was through the 
creation of this doctoral narrative that I felt more comfortable discussing my cultural identity. 
My hesitation arose out of my past experience discussing identity. To say I was both Chilean 
and Irish-American would lead to varied reactions; in the best cases fascination and 
confusion, and in the worst derision for my inability to just call myself American. I was born in 
the United States to a Chilean father and Irish-American mother. My father did not come to 
the USA as a refugee, but to seek economic opportunities. The starting point for this 
dissertation sees my narrative of the Self, my cultural identity, as influenced by my Chilean 
cultural heritage growing up in the expat Chilean community, a mixture of refugees escaping 
the Pinochet regime and economic migrants, in the USA. I see my dominant cultural 
background as American, also as Latina, or Latino American, and Irish-American. I have lived 
for short periods of time in both Ireland and Chile, further contributing to my cultural 
narrative. Having lived in Australia for over eight years and gained permanent residency, I see 
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myself, to a certain extent, as Australian as well. The fluidity of my cultural identity means that 
I do not see myself as one thing but multiple, and always influenced by the whiteliness of my 
Western, American background. Therefore, when I write Lucy’s character, who is born in Chile 
but moved to Australia with her family at a young age to escape the Pinochet regime, I do 
see her as Other but not to the same degree that I view the characters Amar, Azra and Nina 
as Other. I reflect upon these degrees of Otherness in the final chapter of this dissertation, 
expounding on degrees of authenticity. Van Leeuwen (2001) examines the concept of 
authenticity from three perspectives. He starts with the idea that it is something genuine; 
‘origin and authorship’ are not in question (Leeuwen 2001, p. 392), but continues that it can 
also mean ‘authorised’ that is to say, bearing a ‘seal or stamp of approval’ (Leeuwen 2001, p. 
393). He elaborates that authenticity may also be thought to be when the truth or essence of 
something is captured (Leeuwen 2001, p.393). Here, I distinguish between authenticity and 
verisimilitude, defining verisimilitude as believability, truth or essence, and authenticity as 
origins that are in close proximity to the author’s own. I conclude in this section that the 
further the Self is from the Other, the more authenticity is decreased. Though I also find that 
verisimilitude may improve with increasing engagement with the people represented. 
 
This dissertation is situated within a growing controversy regarding writing Otherness. The 
primary argument against writing Others places it within the realm of cultural appropriation 
(see Alcoff 1991; Block, Haslam & Riggs 2013; Couser 1998). Cultural appropriation can be 
defined as ‘the taking over of creative or artistic forms, themes, or practices by one cultural 
group from another’ which carry ‘connotations of exploitation and dominance’ (Drabble et al. 
2007). As white writers are more likely to be published than writers of colour (Stella Count 
2016), this is seen as a further expression of Western dominance. Such opponents advise that 
writers of Others should not endeavour to do so, that it is a form of voice appropriation and 
does not allow writers to explore their own identity (see Alcoff 1991). In doing so, writers are 
‘making space’ for those underrepresented groups to represent themselves. Still, more 
moderate proponents believe that the people written about should be consulted in some 
capacity (see Couser 1998; Helff 2009b) and given the opportunity to review the work when 
possible. The opposite end of the spectrum calls for writers to be able to represent characters 
of any background they choose, any way they choose. This assumes that Others are 
adequately represented by writers. Furthermore, any attempt to dictate how writers conduct 
their writing is equated with censorship (Shriver 2016; see Convery 2016).  
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At the heart of the debate remains the question of whether different methods of producing 
the novel may yield different results. Is there a difference between a character that has been 
written by a person of that background and one that hasn’t? Do varying degrees of 
engagement with the people represented in writing change the way the story is written? 
Although difficult to answer definitively, these questions have helped me to frame my 
research and approach to writing. Through the comparison of the drafts that have been 
produced using different ethnographic methods, this study aims to contribute to the ongoing 
discussion on writing Otherness.  
 
Background 
In order to contextualise this study and to show how it functions as advocacy, I will provide an 
overview of how the language surrounding refugees and refugee policy has changed to suit 
an anti-immigration agenda. In this section, I argue that changes in official terminology to 
refer to refugees have resulted in refugees being viewed as a threat and as less than human, 
allowing inhumane immigration policies (such as indefinite detention) to go ahead. Novels 
producing a counter-narrative to the one disseminated by the government have begun to 
provide a different story to the one that is repeated through the media. These refugee 
narratives, I argue, can be seen as a powerful tool for advocacy.  
 
When I began writing this dissertation in 2013, the language used to describe refugees and 
migrants in Australia was in flux, shifting dramatically in the transition from a Labor to a Liberal 
government. The Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) became the Department 
of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP). The Immigration Minister at the time, Scott 
Morrison, then asked his departmental and immigration detention centre staff to refer to 
asylum seekers arriving by boat as ‘illegal arrivals’ and ‘detainees,’ rather than ‘clients’ (Hall 
2013). This prompted criticism against the government, as it denoted an agenda of changing 
the terminology in order to dehumanise those seeking asylum. Terms such as ‘detainees’ and 
‘transferees’ also came into circulation, which suggest ‘a package, a parcel in transit’ 
(Karapanagiotidis cited in Hall 2013) rather than people who have been displaced.  
 
Perhaps the most controversial change happened when Operation Sovereign Borders and 
Australia’s Pacific Solution were instituted in 2014. These ‘solutions’ would send asylum 
seekers arriving to Australian shores to re-opened immigration detention centres on the 
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island nations of Papua New Guinea and Nauru (Karlsen 2016). Gradually, over this period of 
time (2014–2017), issues of border control began to dominate the media and political 
landscape with regards to either the threat of asylum seekers and immigrants or the plight 
and treatment of refugees. Reporting on boat arrivals stopped altogether, the government 
citing security concerns for the campaign of secrecy, and journalists were no longer allowed 
into the detention centres save a hand-selected few. In 2015 the Border Force Act made it ‘a 
criminal offence, punishable by imprisonment of up to two years, for any person working 
directly or indirectly for the Department of Immigration and Border Protection to reveal to the 
media or any other person or organisation (the only exceptions being the Immigration 
Department and other Commonwealth agencies, police and coroners) anything that happens 
in detention centres like Nauru and Manus Island’ (Barns & Newhouse 2015). During this time, 
I came to see bureaucracy as a hegemonic force with the power to change not only how 
people viewed others, but how they viewed themselves. The change of a single term, such as 
‘illegals,’ could reposition refugees and asylum seekers as a threat. These acts highlight the 
importance of those who define and represent refugees, as representations not in line with 
those of the government became strictly controlled. Due to the Border Force Act, the 
positions of those working with refugees and asylum seekers also became increasingly more 
precarious.  
 
At the time of beginning this dissertation, I had been working with refugees and migrants for 
many years, as an English language teacher, on a professional and voluntary basis. The 
people I was working with did not fit the profile that was being espoused by the government. 
They were hardworking people facing everyday difficulties posed by language barriers and 
cultural differences. This duality manifested itself in conversations with people who asked 
about my students. I was often asked whether my students had arrived ‘illegally’ by boat or 
had ‘jumped the queue.’ If they had, any hardships that they had experienced which I 
described would be dismissed as a result of the crime they were perceived to have 
committed. I would hear statements like, ‘they should have waited their turn.’  
 
Even now, anti-immigrant sentiment in the West continues to rise. Recently, the USA elected 
a president who ran on a strongly anti-immigration platform (Anderson 2016) and has been 
repeatedly accused of racism, particularly against Latinos and African Americans. As such, 
refugees can be understood as no longer having a sense of ‘Self’ or subjectivity but, instead, 
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refugee representations, particularly those disseminated through mainstream media, shape 
perceptions of non-Western groups as subaltern Others (Said 2003).  
 
It has been argued by writers such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009) that, to combat this 
Othering within the literary realm, a counter-narrative must be developed. Many works of 
fiction and nonfiction have successfully provided counter-narratives to the dehumanising 
language disseminated by the Australian government. Examples include Robin de 
Crespigny’s The People Smuggler (2012) and Michelle de Kretser’s Questions of Travel 
(2012). Over the years this dissertation has been written more works began to be published, 
including Maxine Beneba Clarke’s fictional collection of short stories Foreign Soil (2014) and 
testimonials such as Nicola Gray’s Facebook page New Humans of Australia (2015).  
 
The potential for the counter-narrative to shift public perception was best exemplified when I 
attended a forum at the University College London (UCL) Institute of Advanced Studies and 
Department of Anthropology in June 2016 entitled ‘Engaging refugee narratives: 
Perspectives from academia and the arts.’ In the forum ‘participants explored how the arts 
can be effective and essential parts of interventions in resettlement and integration for 
refugees and local societies’ (Refugee Narratives 2016). It was attendees’ feeling that outlets 
such as performance, writing, art, film could be an effective way to help displaced people 
during the refugee crisis, which at the time was greatly affecting Europe. As the Syrian crisis 
deepened, the geopolitical shift caused an influx of refugees to Europe. Refugee camps, such 
as the one in Calais, a focus point of the discussion, were overflowing, poorly equipped and 
leaving people in a distressing state of limbo. As opposed to the situation in Australia, Calais 
allowed media and volunteers into the camps to work with the residents. Yet, like Australia, 
Britain was steadily closing its borders, limiting the numbers of refugees it would take. Within 
days of the forum, while I was still in London, Britain voted to leave the European Union (EU) 
in what was termed ‘Brexit,’ largely due to the public’s fears of the refugee influx causing 
instability in the country.  
 
The forum suggested that the creation of counter-narratives through artistic mediums has the 
potential to shift public opinion. I asked one of the panellists, a photographer who had been 
working with people living in the Calais camp, if he had gone into the camp with the 
expressed purpose of becoming an advocate. He appeared to turn the question over in his 
mind before responding, ‘I don’t think you can go into that camp and not come out an 
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advocate.’ This phrase resonated with me and my own experience. I had gone into my 
research with the thought that, while I disagreed with the current refugee policies, I would 
strive to be objective. However, the very act of telling stories counter to those dominant 
narratives perpetuated in the media itself became a point of activism.  
 
Advocacy, the act of persuading for another, is also connected to Otherness. According to 
the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission (VEOHRC, 2016), advocacy is 
‘speaking out on human rights issues and taking action to improve a situation.’ As such, 
advocacy involves speaking on behalf of subaltern groups, or one’s own group, to raise 
awareness about human rights issues affecting those persons. However, several issues have 
been raised with regards to the ethics of speaking for Others. ‘Writing the Other’ describes a 
discursive practice in which the identity of the Other is assumed by the writer, usually in the 
first person (see Alcoff 1991). Thus, it is implied from the use of the term ‘Other’ that the 
writer is from a fundamentally Western background.  
 
The writer is also speaking as the person of whom they write. This ‘speaking for’ has become 
increasingly controversial. First of all, advocacy implies that the person spoken for is unable to 
represent themselves. Due to political persecution and language barriers faced by refugees 
and migrants ‘speaking for oneself’ may be difficult, but it is far from impossible. On 9 April 
2017, Idil Ali (2017) from the organisation Refugees, Survivors and Ex-detainees (RISE) spoke 
at the Walk for Justice for Refugees Palm Sunday Rally in Melbourne, which was run by the 
advocacy group Refugee Action Collective (2017). She accused the group of billing only 
advocates to speak (she herself had only been asked to speak after her group protested on 
social media). She said, ‘the only time where my community is invited to speak our-self is 
when you want to hear stories of our suffering and hardship, never for solutions, why is that? 
We are the experts of our narratives … it is time to listen.’ She repeated RISE’s motto: 
Nothing about us without us.  
 
As can be gleaned from this section, the changing language referring to refugees has the 
power to impact on public sentiment around their acceptance. It became necessary for 
academics to think of new and more effective ways to counter these narratives. One such 
method is fiction, which allows for access to a wider audience beyond academia. However, it 
is important when advocating to consider that advocacy has the potential to drown out the 
voices it intends to make heard. Idil Ali’s point is a salient one; the group asks that they also 
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be given a platform to speak and that advocates listen. In order to write characters of refugee 
backgrounds, it became important to plan how to best incorporate the voices of participants 
inside of my work, to ensure that I listened, and to include members of the refugee 
community in the process of writing.  
 
The creative project 
This creative practice research centres around the production of an artefact, a novel 
manuscript entitled All the Time Lost. In the making of the novel, I have created three drafts. 
The first draft embodies a novel manuscript created through fieldwork and observation, the 
second through interview and the third through feedback. The final draft is the artefact 
presented as part of this dissertation. The process of the production of these drafts is detailed 
in Chapter 4. 
 
The novel manuscript serves to raise awareness about the issues faced by refugees and 
migrants in everyday society post-migration. These issues include language barriers, political 
limbo and racism. These concepts are manifested in the manuscript through the symbol of 
movement, as each character moves through the city at various times on public transport. 
This core plot element remained the same through the drafting process, although incidents 
were altered or added throughout. While I intended to revise the manuscript following 
submission of this dissertation in order to further develop the characters, setting and sense of 
suspense, this was difficult to achieve within the timeframe of my doctoral studies. As such, 
the novel is still in draft form. I plan to work on it further following the submission of this 
dissertation. Therefore, All the Time Lost as part of this dissertation primarily functions a tool 
for research and advocacy.  
 
The central plot of All the Time Lost follows the lives of four characters (Amar, Nina, Lucy, 
Azra). Amar is recently released from detention and is finding it difficult to leave his flat to see 
his Sudanese flatmate, Basel, give a presentation at Melbourne University on his experiences. 
Also presenting on her experiences is Azra, a student at Melbourne University, but on her way 
to the talk she finds herself at a protest with her friend and fellow student, Lucy. Lucy is 
dismissive of her father and the Chilean expatriate community, but slowly comes to the 
realisation that she has been protected from the stories of an oppressive regime, which are 
much worse than she had been led to believe. The final storyline centres around Nina. Nina’s 
 21 
 
job at the University catering service becomes threatened when she finds she has a serious 
medical condition. These stories cross over like the lines of railway and tram tracks: they 
begin in the outlying suburbs but converge at the protest, set in the Melbourne CBD, where 
the Melbourne public transport system lines converge. The book then moves to a second 
part in which the stories, mirroring all of the tram lines on the main Swanston Street, go to 
Melbourne University.  
 
The notion of movement is central to the concept of migrancy. Helff (2009a, p.69) argues, 
‘Migrancy thus “transforms” a person, not only from a citizen into a migrant or refugee, or 
from a merchant into a pauper during their rite de passage, but also has a deep impact on 
the traveller’s mindset.’ Citizenship ties one to a country, providing a person with grounding. 
According to Chambers (1997, p.5): 
 
Migrancy [sic] involves a movement in which neither the points of departure nor those 
of arrival are immutable or certain. It calls for a dwelling in language, in histories, in 
identities that are constantly subject to mutation. Always in transit, the promise of a 
homecoming – completing the story, domesticating the detour – becomes an 
impossibility. 
 
Migrancy then comes to represent not only a political state of being, but an existence 
characterised by uncertainty, fluctuation and movement. It is only through this movement that 
migrancy can find place. Thus, migrancy is a state of being, one that is at once grounded in 
place and removed from it. This became a key theme for the novel manuscript. 
 
Yet Massey (2004) argues that the way we experience space is influenced by issues such as 
race and gender. She states that mobility can be restricted by fear of physical violence or 
simply by being made to feel ‘out of place.’ In 2012, video-recorded incidents of racism on 
public transport began to surface on social media and were disseminated on a global scale. 
In response, the VEOHRC (2013) launched an ‘anti-hate’ campaign on trains and trams. These 
incidents of racism led to a restriction on mobility for certain targeted groups, such as 
Australian migrants, excluding them from interacting in public spaces including 
transportation. These became the basis for the first draft and this core story remained 
consistent throughout the novel’s incarnations. 
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Changes to the drafts largely manifested in smaller instances; for example: things that 
happened on the train (e.g., an apple is thrown at Azra’s head); elaborations on conversations 
that the characters had (e.g., ‘you’re so lucky to be here’); and the way the tone and voice of 
the first-person narration develop (the English goes from being fragmented in the earlier 
drafts to more complete English in the later drafts). These will be discussed in detail in 
Chapter 4 of this dissertation.  
 
Theoretical approach 
To consider how best to describe, engage with and listen to the refugee community, I looked 
to existing frameworks that deal with the politics of representation. I began with the premise 
that the method would need to be one that was detailed, measurable and compatible with 
literary tropes. In light of this, I adopted an ethnographic approach. This specific approach 
has its basis in the intersection between postcolonial studies, translation studies and 
collaborative ethnography. As critical collaborative ethnography has been influenced by 
postcolonial and translation theory, I draw upon theory that problematises the politics of 
representation.  
 
Ethnography within the area of anthropology has a long history of engagement with the 
concept of Otherness. Pink (2015, p.26) predicted that novel forms of ethnographic writing 
and other techniques from arts practice might communicate theoretically sensitive 
representations of the experiences of one group of people to diverse target audiences. 
Ethnography explores underrepresented groups in depth from a discipline that ‘writes the 
other,’ under constant examination and re-evaluation, and is criticised for being 
‘undemocratic’ in the decisions made over whose voice is represented and how (Hammersley 
& Atkinson 1994, p.254). Therefore, how the writing is produced is documented, evaluated 
and subject to scrutiny. Also, like literature, ethnography is a textual genre, and it has 
become more common for ethnographers to appropriate fiction and the literary to 
communicate the findings of their fieldwork alongside or after the publication of their studies 
(Laterza 2007, p.124; see also Schmidt 1984). Due to its constant evaluation of the 
researcher–subject relationship, it made sense to use ethnography as a methodology in order 
explore how novels written from the perspective of the Other are produced before and after 
interview, with respect to the politics around writing the Other. As the novel is fiction, the end 
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result would not be an ethnographic novel manuscript, but an ‘ethnographically informed’ 
novel manuscript (Narayan 2012, p.x). 
 
Ethnography views translation as a process that takes place between cultures and, in doing 
so, seeks to understand a culture in comparison to another. As translation theory engages 
with these ethical questions around representation and language, it provides an appropriate 
lens through which to view ethnographic theory. Within postcolonial studies, Niranjana (1992, 
p.8) sees ‘translation’ as suggestive of movement, disruption and displacement. Within 
creative practice, ‘translation’ can be considered to be between genres and methods of 
communication (see Loffredo & Perteghella 2006). Yet in the aforementioned disciplines, 
translation is grounded firmly within context and subjectivity. Nancy Scheper-Hughes (2007, 
p.127) calls it a ‘deep subjectivity’ that results from ‘collision between two worlds and two 
cultures.’ She points to the example of Seamus Heaney in his translation of the classic poem 
‘Beowulf’, which drew on parallels between the Viking raids and the colonial relationship 
between England and Ireland. She argues that, in doing so, the poet can ‘colonize’ the work, 
taking it over for their own purposes – ‘you change it and it changes you’2 (Scheper-Hughes 
2007, p.133. 
 
It becomes important then to examine whether I am, as postcolonial theorist Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak (1988) would put it, speaking for or speaking to the people I intend to 
represent. Postcolonial and subaltern studies posit that the informant should be brought into 
the process of writing and the value notions that underlie these assumptions should be made 
explicit (Hammersley 1992, pp.27–28). Critical collaborative ethnography refers to 
‘ethnographic practices that challenge dominant hegemonic global structures at the 
intersection of race, gender, sexuality and disability’ (Bhattacharya 2008, p.305). Thus, I adopt 
a critical collaborative ethnography as a theoretical framework and draw upon translation and 
postcolonial theories that have influenced this approach.  
 
Situation of thesis 
This dissertation is situated within the context of creative practice research and is intended to 
make a contribution to the field of creative writing research. According to Dallow (2003, 
p.53), practice-based research involves research through the creation of an artefact and 
                                                                  
2 More might be usefully said here about the cultural duality of translation. However, this may be beyond the scope 
of this thesis as the focus here is to focus on the methodologies used by the translator. 
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includes the practitioner engaging with their own creative work, illuminating the processes at 
work and situating it in a historical and theoretical context and/or the broader social and 
cultural situation and consumption. The artefact in this case is my novel manuscript, All the 
Time Lost. The purpose of the production of the artefact is to explore how a fictional refugee 
narrative can be crafted when the writer is not a refugee. Together, the novel manuscript and 
dissertation examine what it is to advocate for refugees in Australia through refugee 
narratives when the author is not a refugee.  
 
To put this into further context, it becomes necessary to discuss creative practice as a field, 
which is fairly large as it encompasses many forms within the arts. This dissertation is located 
within creative writing practice specifically. Dallow (2003, p.49) posits that ‘to investigate and 
report upon creativeness in the creative arts requires us to think about artistic originality with 
some theoretical originality.’ Dallow (2003, p.50) sees art as a ‘mode of investigating human 
understanding, as much as it is of producing something new;’ therefore, he argues, it requires 
the charting of ‘doing’ of the making of the artefacts.  
 
Graham Harper (2013, p.114) points out two main criticisms against creative writing as a 
discipline. The first is that creative writing research is not easily replicable because each 
writer’s situation is different. Because it is not replicable, creative writing cannot be 
developmental or build upon existing knowledge. Harper counters this, arguing that shared 
situational knowledge is the foundation of society and that the focus of creative writing is on 
methodology, rather than replicability. I would add that it may be likened to the social 
sciences in that social sciences investigate, amongst other things, the ways in which people 
do things and the reasons why they do them. Creative writing practice can be seen as an 
investigation into the ways writers write, an investigation into ‘creativity.’ As such, while the 
artefact may not be replicable, the process used to create the artefact may be. A writer in the 
future may use ethnographic methodologies to write a book that centres around the Other by 
following the process that I have described here. By looking at the difficulties I have identified 
through my reflective practice and suggestions for future practice, improvements may be 
made to this process and thus knowledge built upon it.  
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Methodology 
This practice-led methodology is situated in creative practice. It is practice-led in that the 
research has been done through the process of writing the novel itself and has led to new 
understandings about practice (Candy et al. 2006). This research can also be considered 
practice-based in that the research is also demonstrated through the creative outcome 
(Candy et al. 2006), All the Time Lost. As a result, the investigation has been undertaken 
partly through practice and partly through the outcomes of that practice (Candy et al. 2006). 
Within creative practice methodology, the focus is on the practice, or the way in which the 
novel is written. Although there is extensive literature on the ethics of works already written 
(see Achebe 2016; Bhabha 2012; Hall 1997; Said 1978; Spivak 1988), there is comparatively 
less on how writers write or the processes used to create an ethically considered piece of 
writing on the Other, although writings by Jessica Rose (2011), Meme McDonald (in 
McDonald & Pryor 1999/2000), Angela Savage (2016), Catherine Padmore (2006) and John 
Eakin (2004) provide important insights. Simon Holloway (2013) compares the creative writing 
PhD to a pocket watch, positing that, while more traditional PhDs may take apart the pocket 
watch to examine how it has been created, the creative practice PhD builds a pocket watch 
and, through this process, examines the method of its construction. In doing so, practice is 
used as a means of making tacit knowledge available to research (Niedderer & Roworth-
Stokes 2007).  
 
As creative practice is a relatively new and evolving field, creative practice researchers tend to 
adapt methods and research strategies from qualitative traditions (Haseman & Mafe 2009, 
p.212). The methods, or practice, used to produce All the Time Lost were inspired by 
ethnographic methodology. This included using reflective practice, interviewing, participant 
observation and feedback sessions to write a book about four characters from refugee and 
migrant backgrounds. The primary reason for selecting this methodology to write the novel 
manuscript is because ethnographic methods have historically engaged with writing ‘the 
Other’ and have strategies to reflect on the ethics of doing so. Instead of using ethnographic 
methods to write a study, I am applying them to the production of a novel.  
 
In order to interrogate the inner workings of the ‘pocket watch,’ I modelled each phase of my 
project on collaborative ethnographic methods: fieldwork, interview and feedback. The first 
draft (D1) was completed while conducting fieldwork (specifically, participant observation) in a 
grassroots organisation that provides free English and university subject courses to asylum 
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seekers and refugees. It was written as fiction, based on my field notes and past experience 
working with people from migrant backgrounds. As one of the characters is from a Chilean 
background, some of this story was also drawn from my personal experiences. Because it was 
based on these experiences, I also imagined situations or scenarios in order to craft the text, 
as well as fictionalised accounts. Chapter 4 explores this process in detail.  
 
Draft 2 (D2) was created after interviews were conducted with 15 people from migrant 
backgrounds. D2 is characterised by these interviews, which were sourced from various areas, 
primarily the institution where I conducted my fieldwork and at an educational institution that 
provides migrant English courses. It is important to note that I was still conducting fieldwork 
during this time, so there is not a clear separation between the methods used here. However, 
because the process was detailed in journals and drafted documents, I was able to see where 
the methods used did and did not alter the drafts. This is explored further in Chapters 4 and 
5.  
 
Draft 3 (D3) was written after feedback sessions had been conducted. Two feedback sessions 
took place over September 2016, when physical drafts (D2) were given to the three 
participants who attended. Participants were given the option to have a private session. 
Participants had six months to provide feedback to be considered for the next revision (D3). 
This process is explored in more depth in Chapter 4. The table below presents each phase of 
the research project: 
 
Overall  project structure 
 
Fieldwork phase 
 
Creation of Draft 1 (D1) 
Empathising  
Fictionalising fieldwork 
Speaking for Others  
 
Interview phase 
 
Creation of Draft 2 (D2) 
Interviewing (speaking to Others) 
Transcribing  
Integrating 
 
Feedback phase Creation of Draft 3 (D3) 
Getting feedback 
Collaborating (speaking with Others) 
Listening 
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As previously mentioned, the finished work is not an ethnographic novel manuscript but an 
ethnographically informed novel manuscript (a theme explored in the next chapter) and is 
situated within the genre of refugee narratives. Through the writing of the manuscript, the 
processes and methods of producing the drafts of the manuscript are examined. While I 
drafted, I contemplated issues of translation and interpretation with the hope of shifting the 
refugee narrative away from stories of victimhood or threats to the public. This draft 
examination has implications for the field of creative practice, in that it provides more 
detailed information on how refugee narratives are constructed and how translation theory 
can be applied to creative practice research. The finished version of All the Time Lost can be 
thought of as a palimpsest, a text in which elements of the original have been scraped off or 
replaced. Thus, this exegetical work is my attempt to make those layers visible in order to 
track the creation of the text and provide further insights into how works of this kind may be 
constructed.  
 
Research questions 
As mentioned previously, a look into how fictional refugee narratives may be written ethically 
significantly contributes to the debate of writing the Other. As such, applying an 
ethnographic framework to my own process of writing a fictional refugee narrative may 
provide further insight into whether this is possible. Thus, the way this dissertation has been 
written is from the perspective of a creative writer and advocate, rather than an 
anthropologist. As I am a creative writer, this dissertation is situated within the field of 
creative writing practice, with the novel situated within the genre of refugee narratives. Since I 
have adopted ethnographic methods, some of the presentation of the dissertation includes 
ways that ethnographic studies are presented (e.g., description of participants, researcher’s 
relationship to participants, sourcing, theory), but the emphasis is on the process of writing. 
For this reason I consider All the Time Lost to be a novel. My hope is that this dissertation will 
spark further discussion of how ethnographic concepts can be applied to creative writing in 
order to address ethical considerations around writing the Other in fiction in the future.  
 
In the following chapters, I will delve into the creative practice behind All the Time Lost, 
guided by the following questions: 
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Primary research question: 
• How might a writer construct an ethnographically informed novel, considering the 
ethics of writing Otherness? 
 
Secondary research questions: 
1. How do refugee narratives function as a form of advocacy? 
2. How can ethnographic methodologies be applied to creative practice? 
3. Does increasing engagement with the people represented shift the form of the 
refugee narrative? 
 
Overview of dissertation chapters 
Chapter 2 explores how the refugee narrative functions as a form of advocacy. It places All 
the Time Lost within a community of practice, to interrogate the ways that writings about 
refugees are produced in novel form. It reflects upon how the idea of fiction writing may 
challenge notions of the testimony narrative and the ‘refugee’ in refugee narratives. The 
literature review focuses on writers who write Otherness, separating these into three 
positions: artistic freedom, sensitivity and cultural appropriation. Artistic freedom suggests 
there should be no rules on how people are represented in fiction, while sensitivity advocates 
speaking to those represented. This chapter sees cultural appropriation as taking over the 
artistic forms of one group by another with connotations of exploitation and dominance 
(Drabble et al. 2007) and differentiates this from cultural misappropriation, which causes harm 
to the group of people represented. The chapter emphasises the importance of considering 
not just the politics around writing the Other, but the ethics around writing the migrant 
experience as well, such as the simulation of the migrant voice and the division between 
fiction and nonfiction. It addresses the first secondary research question: How do refugee 
narratives function as a form of advocacy? 
 
Chapter 3 discusses the use of ethnography as a creative practice methodology. It explores 
the methodology used to construct the drafts of the manuscript. In doing so, it reflects upon 
how ethnography can be used in creative practice for the purposes of writing fiction ethically. 
It addresses the second secondary research question: How can ethnographic methodologies 
be applied to creative practice? 
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Chapter 4 marks the first of three reflective sections that contemplate the third secondary 
research question: Does increasing engagement with the people represented shift the form 
of the refugee narrative? Each section signifies more engagement with those represented 
than the previous. The first section centres around the making of the first draft of the 
manuscript during what is referred to as ‘the fieldwork phase’. It looks at ethnographic 
fieldwork, observation and personal narrative, and discusses participant observation and 
empathy as methods through the writer’s experiences in the field. I discuss my struggle to 
write the manuscript and my uncertainty around how to represent the characters, ultimately 
feeling like what I had created was a form of cultural misappropriation. It discusses the 
methods of empathising, fictionalising fieldwork and speaking for Others to create D1.  
 
The second section of Chapter 4 represents a stronger engagement with the people 
represented through interviews, the questions for which are based on D1. This section 
examines how the ethnographic interviewing method can be used to alter the fictional 
refugee narrative, referred to as the ‘interview phase.’ It explores issues of choice and framing 
when selecting what research data to use and the ways characters are represented in text. It 
suggests that the author must make negotiations (based on translation theory) when choosing 
what interview data to use and how to incorporate it, particularly when taking into 
consideration identity representation within subaltern groups. I identify some instances where 
I had ‘gotten it wrong’ and how the interviews added depth to the characters and manuscript. 
The chapter discusses the methods of interviewing, transcribing and integrating to create D2.  
 
The third section of Chapter 4 signifies the highest level of engagement with the people 
represented in the form of collaboration. It investigates how feedback can alter the refugee 
narrative, constituting the ‘feedback phase.’ It reflects upon the construction of D2 based on 
translations of feedback. I discuss my anxiety that what I was doing was cultural 
misappropriation and that gaining feedback from the people I sought to represent helped to 
alleviate this anxiety. However, the feedback was not about ‘what I got wrong’ but more 
about what participants wanted to see in a book of this kind. It was ultimately whether people 
identified with the characters. It argues that the responsibility for representation rests on the 
writer, rather than those providing feedback.  
 
Chapter 5 discusses the evolution of the drafts, reflecting upon how the form changed or 
remained consistent during the phases of writing. It seeks to understand what the methods 
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used to produce fiction on the topic of migrancy mean for writing the Other. It argues that 
Otherness exists on a spectrum, with authenticity and authority correlating to how far the 
writer is removed from the Other. I take the position that increasing engagement with those 
represented in the writing shifted the manuscript from one that adhered to the ‘national story’ 
(see Birch 2013), one which referenced existing stories told about Otherness, to a ‘post-
national story’ which challenged the national story. As such, human rights issues like racism 
became more pronounced. The implication is that, if not adequately reflected upon, 
representation without discussion with the people represented has the potential to reinforce 
the dominant cultural narrative. Therefore, I argue for a more nuanced framing of the debate 
to allow for questioning of traditional notions of what is acceptable in writing. 
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2. Review of the Literature 
 
How do refugee narratives function as a form of advocacy? 
 
They seemed to be staring at the dark, but their eyes were watching God. 
Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (2000) 
 
In her latest book, The Origin of Others, iconic author and lecturer Toni Morrison (2017, p.36) 
writes that, in some exalted quarters, art gesturing towards representing has ‘become literally 
beneath contempt.’ What I take this to mean is that it has been viewed as separate and 
attempts to connect the concepts may be met with derision. The discourse of who has the 
right to write the Other has been deeply polarising within the writing community: some 
writers feel that representing the Other in fiction is artistic and should not be held to any 
restrictions, while others believe that certain subaltern groups have been offensively 
misrepresented in past attempts to represent them in writing. A look into how these texts are 
produced may provide some insight into how this can be done ethically. This study examines 
the practice behind writing the Other in order to draw out the theory, or the praxical 
knowledge, produced when writing a refugee narrative.  
 
In order to provide an overview of the area, I begin this chapter with a look at the debate of 
writing the Other in order to explain my position within the controversy. I then examine how 
ethnography and postcolonial theory were used to provide a framework for the novel which 
would allow me to engage with the ethics of writing Otherness. I look at how refugee 
narratives function within the realm of testimonial and advocacy by examining four examples: 
I, Rigoberta Menchú, Slave, What is the What and The Boat. I then apply Humphreys and 
Watson’s (2009) ethnographic framework to writing refugee narratives, in order to situate All 
the Time Lost within this community of practice. Finally, I position All the Time Lost on a 
continuum under fiction, noting that, while these four examples begin with a true story and 
then fictionalise elements, All the Time Lost inverts this process by beginning with fiction and 
weaving nonfictional elements into the fabric of the story. Through this discussion, I aim to 
show not only how the project contributes to our understanding of how refugee narratives are 
written, but that the work itself constitutes a new way of constructing a refugee narrative.  
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Literary crit icism of writ ing Otherness 
In the opening address of the 2016 Brisbane Writers Festival, writer Lionel Shriver caused a 
literary controversy by unleashing a tirade against identity politics in fiction writing. She 
argued that criticism against writing the Other, characters of backgrounds different to the 
writer’s own background, was akin to literary censorship. According to a transcript of the 
speech, Shriver (2016) claimed: ‘the kind of fiction we are “allowed” to write is in danger of 
becoming so hedged, so circumscribed, so tippy-toe, that we’d indeed be better off not 
writing the anodyne drivel to begin with.’ Subsequent articles and public commentary by 
writers on the topic opened up a debate centring around writing the Other in fiction (see 
Abdel-Magied 2016; Araluen 2017; Beneba Clarke 2016; Convery 2016; Tolentino 2016). This 
raised an interesting point; while there has been substantial enquiry into the representation of 
the Other in the field of literary studies (see Achebe 2016; Bhabha 2012; Hall 1997; Said 
2003; Spivak 1988), there is no unified agreement on the ethics of producing writings on 
Otherness, although as mentioned previously important insights include writings by Rose 
(2011), McDonald (1999/2000), Savage (2016) and Padmore (2006). This has been aggravated 
by the controversy around who has the right to represent subaltern voices and whether this 
constitutes cultural appropriation.  
 
As in Shriver’s speech, this has often been framed as white writers not being ‘allowed’ to write 
characters of colour. As such, arguments for and against have tended to be referenced in 
terms of Writers of Colour (WoCs) and nonWoCs (see Shriver 2016; also Abdel-Magied 2016; 
Forna in Kunzru et al. 2016). Arguments that call for caution (and at times even avoidance) of 
writing characters of colour cite that nonWoCs have a colonialist history of representing 
cultures unfairly (Musa in Convery 2016; see also Langton 2003), particularly in the context of 
writing Indigenous characters. Additionally, the case for WoCs writing their own stories 
argues that space needs to be given to WoCs to write and explore identity (Scott 2016 in 
Convery 2016) and that nonWoCs are more likely to be published writing these stories as 
opposed to WoCs (Abdel-Magied 2016; Duffy in Kunzru et al. 2016; see also Stella Count 
2016). On the other hand, some nonWoCs argue that this is censorship and goes against the 
fundamental principles of fiction (Grant in Kunzru et al. 2016; Shriver 2016), which encourage 
writers to imagine the lives of others.  
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While these sentiments come largely from practitioners, some academic work around the 
question of ethics in writing Others has been produced. In her paper ‘Theft is theft: The ethics 
of telling other people’s stories,’ Rose (2011) interrogates what right she has as a white writer 
to tell the story of a Sri Lankan family, which is based on the story of a close friend. Rose 
touches on some claims about writing in her paper. She observes that being ethical means to 
be ‘in a constant state of worry’ (Rose 2011, p.5) and seems to agree (at least somewhat) with 
the position that political correctness may lead to the silencing of writers (Rose 2011, p.5). 
Her conclusion is that ‘we should always be aware of our responsibilities to the voices we 
represent in our fiction: to question the impact of our decisions and actions’ (Rose 2011, p.7). 
Like Rose, Savage (2016) describes her practice of writing the Other as a kind of theft or 
taking, and sees it as a dialogue between herself and the text. She takes the position that it is 
up to writers to set their own ethical standards, but argues that conversation between the 
writer and the community represented is essential ethical practice (Savage 2016). Taking this 
engagement a step further, Meme McDonald (1999/2000, p.2) sees her role as that of a 
collaborator and notes that our job as writers is to make ‘stories live as words on paper to the 
best of our ability,’ thus reinforcing the importance of collaboration when telling the stories of 
others.  
 
Like Meme, Stephanie Honor Convery works with Indigenous stories, but unlike Meme, 
Convery provides very little detail about how she wrote her PhD dissertation novel Big River. 
In a three-paragraph note on the text, Convery clarifies that the community is ‘invented’ and 
as such ‘the characters do not speak the languages of any particular Indigenous group,’ 
instead speaking ‘a variation of Aboriginal English punctuated by Kriol, a language that is a 
direct result of contact between Indigenous people and the Europeans who invaded their 
land’ (2010, p.86). In the conclusion, she briefly mentions travelling to the Gulf of Carpentaria 
for practical research, where she made friends with Indigenous people who offered to read 
her drafts (2010, p.78). Instead of a discussion of her methods, her exegetical component is 
what amounts to a defence of writing Indigenous characters. It begins with an anecdote 
about a question regarding white writers writing Indigenous characters that she put to a panel 
of Indigenous writers and academics at a Writers Festival and the hostile reception that she 
felt she received (Convery 2010, p.9). Her main argument is that ‘non-Indigenous writers must 
write Indigenous characters’ in order for literature to be ‘representative’ (Convery 2010, p.74) 
and, if white writers aren't allowed to write First Nations characters, ‘marginalised groups will 
find themselves fighting their battles with no allies at all’ (Convery & Polites 2013, p.56). 
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Convery’s sentiments show a lack of critical reflection on the process used to write the novel 
and on her own privileged position as a white person. She refers to Anita Heiss’s (2002) article 
‘Writing about Indigenous Australia – Some issues to consider and protocols to follow,’ which 
outlines the discussion around white writers writing Indigenous characters as a key influence 
in her writing. However, in the article Heiss quotes Jackie Huggins’s sentiment that the ‘If 
[white writers] didn’t write it nobody else would’ argument is patronising. This shows that 
certain criticisms presented by a core text used within her thesis were ignored. Convery’s 
point not only ignores the significant contributions to Australian literature by a multitude of 
successful Indigenous authors of fiction, including Alexis Wright, Ellen van Neerven, Tony 
Birch, Melissa Lucshanko and Kim Scott, but it suggests that white writers would avoid 
supporting Indigenous movements simply because they were deterred from writing 
Indigenous characters. Furthermore, although Convery states she followed the protocols 
suggested by Heiss (2002, p.202) such as consulting with the community, using Indigenous 
resources and gaining feedback from relevant Aboriginal individuals, there is no information 
about the extent to which these protocols were followed or reflection on what such a method 
might look like. Although Convery states briefly that she made friends within a community 
and that these friends reviewed the drafts, we have no information about how community 
members viewed this relationship and little detail about the changes suggested. 
 
However, when attempting to define my position within this debate, I find the difference 
between WoC and nonWoC, or white writer, problematic. As I mentioned previously, being 
of both white and Chileans background poses difficulty when I attempt to situate myself as a 
WoC or nonWoC. I see myself as both white and a WOC. The WoC/nonWoC dichotomy 
negates those who do not fit within these categories, including myself. This is also 
problematic when it is used to describe Aboriginal writers. As author Claire G. Coleman 
tweeted, ‘The struggles of other POC are not the same as the struggles of Indigenous 
peoples. In Australia most POC (those who are not Indigenous) have settler privilege. There 
are struggles in common but not all our struggles are shared’ (Coleman 2017, cited in 
Pearson 2017). To draw on Coleman’s point, writing Indigenous characters has a unique set of 
issues, which I will touch on later, since much excellent theory has been published by 
Indigenous academics and authors on the topic. However, this study should not be taken as 
an insight into how Indigenous characters may be written. As I will discuss, there has been 
much criticism against writing Indigenous characters and with good reason. As such, I choose 
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to talk about the debate in terms of the key positions within the argument: artistic freedom, 
sensitivity and cultural appropriation. Artistic freedom, the platform which Shriver exemplifies, 
calls for writers to be able to represent characters of any background they choose, any way 
they choose. This position sees characters of other backgrounds as adequately represented 
by writers through their use of empathy, and criticism against how characters are represented 
as censorship (see Shriver 2016; also Convery 2016). A second position argues that writing 
the Other should be done sensitively and involve research into the character backgrounds. 
This often suggests that the people written about should be consulted in some capacity (see 
Couser 1998; Helff 2009b) and given the opportunity to review the work when possible.  
 
A third position sees cultural appropriation as identity theft. This position deals with issues of 
representation, which can reinforce harmful and negative stereotypes. This is seen as a form 
of voice appropriation, which does not allow the people represented to explore their own 
identity (see Alcoff 1991). Such proponents argue that writers of Others should proceed with 
caution and seek approval from the community represented, or not endeavour to do so at all 
(see Heiss 2002; Phillips & Lucas-Pennington 2017). In Australia, this is particularly true of First 
Nations stories and characters, which have long been misrepresented by white writers in 
literature (Heiss 2002). This can go largely unchecked, as writers may publish in contexts that 
are ignorant of the culture and still be successful (Phillips in Phillips & Lucas-Pennington 
2017). Furthermore, as nonWoCs are more likely to be published than WoCs (Stella Count 
2016), this is seen as a further expression of Western dominance and suppression. The theory 
is that, in abstaining from writing the other, nonWoCs are making space for those 
underrepresented groups to represent themselves.  
 
Cultural appropriation is the primary argument against writing Otherness (see Alcoff 1991; 
Block, Haslam & Riggs 2013; Couser 1998). However, critics differ on whether cultural 
appropriation should be viewed in a positive, neutral or negative light. Cultural appropriation 
can be defined as ‘the taking over of creative or artistic forms, themes, or practices by one 
cultural group from another’ which carry ‘connotations of exploitation and dominance’ 
(Drabble et al. 2007). Young and Haley (2009, p.268) define ‘subject appropriation’ 
(sometimes referred to as ‘voice appropriation’ when done in the first person) as when 
‘members of one culture represent members of other cultures.’ This views cultural 
representation as a form of appropriation (for more about this, see Young and Haley 2009). 
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They include both ethnography and creative writing within this definition. In some definitions, 
cultural appropriation is defined as a ‘theft’ or ‘taking’ (see Rose 2011, p.2; also Drabble et al. 
2007). This dissertation takes the position that not all cultural appropriation is ethically 
questionable, as items may be freely transferred from one culture to another (Asch 2009, p.4). 
It is wrongful appropriation that causes unjustifiable harm and is a source of what Feinburg 
refers to as ‘profound offense’ (cited in Asch 2009, p.4). Young and Haley (2009, p.268) 
discuss subject appropriation and attempt to give examples of objectionable and 
unobjectionable cases. They discuss harmful representations of First Nations peoples in old 
Hollywood Western films as objectionable and the case of Tony Hillerman’s novel Joe Chee, 
which was recognised by the Navajo as an accurate representation of culture, as 
nonobjectionable (Young & Haley 2009, p.275).  
 
I distinguish between cultural appropriation and ‘cultural misappropriation,’ which is an attack 
on the identity of culture and has the potential to cause harm in that it may result in 
discrimination, poverty and lack of opportunity (Asch 2009, p.4). This highlights the need for 
writers who write the Other to be aware of whether they have created objectionable (Young 
and Haley 2009, p.268) or offensive (Feinburg cited in Asch 2009, p.4) characters. This would 
not only be considered theft, but also a violence against the group of people represented. I 
will discuss this further with relation to my work in Chapter 4. 
 
I approached my writing in much the same way as Savage and McDonald, from the position 
of sensitivity. I wanted to ensure that the writing of the final manuscript had input from the 
community represented. However, I was also interested to see what kind of manuscript would 
be produced without discussion with the community. To Rose, whose position is somewhat 
aligned with artistic freedom, the writer’s actions should be questioned, although she does 
note the worry involved in this form. This worry is also noted by Shriver, who places the blame 
on political correctness for making her feel guilty about writing Otherness. The question is not 
whether this is cultural appropriation, but whether this appropriation is causing harm to the 
group represented, or whether the community finds the characters objectionable. Shriver’s 
novel, The Mandibles: A Family, 2029-2047, for example, features a Latino character as 
president, which one critic describes as ‘a pudgy, lisping Mexican, just one of the novel’s 
several racist characterizations’ (Kalfus 2016). The violence is that of representation. The 
position of cultural appropriation would argue that, because Latinos are underrepresented in 
American literature, this representation is harmful in that it contributes to how the readers 
 37 
 
view Latinos and how Latinos view themselves. This, combined with a history of racist 
representation of Latinos and of African Americans, means this is not simply a character, but a 
false portrayal of a community. The community, of course, found this character objectionable. 
Shriver argued for her artistic freedom of representation and viewed this criticism as 
censorship.  
 
To investigate these positions, I modelled my study in three phases, in order to examine the 
effectiveness of these approaches. The first draft interrogated artistic freedom, in that it was 
written without input from the community represented. The second draft wove interviews into 
the first draft, signifying greater engagement with the community represented and aligning 
with the sensitivity approach. The third draft involved giving the manuscript to the community 
members to read and provide feedback on. It was my hope that they would identify any 
content they found objectionable. This final phase, however, did not reveal any objectionable 
or offensive characters. Those who participated (three people) were curious to see how the 
book was going, but they did not feel it was their role to determine this. Rather, they did 
identify instances that they related to strongly. This is explored further in Chapters 5 and 6.  
 
My need to consider representation and consequences of misappropriation resulted in my 
choice to use ethnography and postcolonial theory as a methodology and ethical framework. 
I felt that ethnography had established mechanisms for writing the Other and a focus on self-
reflection that would help me to avoid writing offensive characters. However, ethnography 
has a colonialist history (see Bourdieu 2003). As such, it became important to consider 
postcolonial theory in order to provide greater awareness of my position in the power 
dynamic of writing and collaboration.  
 
Ethnography 
In order to understand how ethnography may be used to write a novel, it becomes important 
to look at ethnography’s historical engagement with fiction. Novels that have been written 
based on the findings of ethnographic research and ethnographers’ experiences in the field 
are nothing new. The ‘ethnographic novel’ is typically nonfiction and can be described as 
ethnographic research written in novel form. While the use of fiction to represent 
ethnographic research is hotly contested (see Ingold 2014), it is nevertheless gaining 
popularity. Many different labels have been applied to the blending of these genres to 
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present social research, such as experimental ethnography, ethnofiction, ethnographic fiction, 
the ethnographic novel, literary tales, new journalism and parajournalism (Behar & Gordon 
1995 and Van Maanen 1998 cited in VanSlyke-Briggs 2009, p.336). According to Vito Laterza 
(2007, p.125), this particular relationship between literature and anthropology lacks 
theorisation. Like Marilyn Cohen, Laterza reasons that ethnographic reflexivity is achieved 
through this different form, concluding that the techniques the narrator uses may allow for 
theorisation. I take this to mean that presenting theory through the creative work is central to 
presenting ethnographic research in novel form. In this way, ethnography can be seen to 
complement creative practice research methodologies. 
 
In All the Time Lost ethnographic data was represented through the use of the field notes, 
interview transcripts and feedback in the manuscript. The fictionalisation of that data, and the 
blending of it with literary elements, allowed me to examine how these forms complement 
each other and at times overlap. As noted by Laterza (2007), this reflection becomes theory.  
 
Using fiction within ethnography has been contemplated within the field of anthropology (see 
Atkinson & Hammersley 1994; Augé 2013; Clifford & Marcus 1986; Narayan 2012). Atkinson 
and Hammersley (1994, p.254) draw attention to Clifford and Marcus’s collection of papers 
Writing Culture (1986), which explores the complex relationship between the literary and 
anthropological research of people and culture. Writing Culture describes the ‘literary turn’, 
‘encouraging anthropologists to take stock of how ethnicity and power were implicated in 
ethnographic composition’ (Byler & Iversion, n.d.). The literary turn refers to the point where 
ethnography began to examine its own writing processes and systems (and politics) of 
representation, leading to the notion that the findings of research can be conveyed through 
other means, such as visual, sensory or literary forms (Rapport 2012). This means a 
heightened awareness of the similarities between literary and ethnographic forms. Harrison 
(1996, p.90; cited in VanSlyke-Briggs 2009, p.335) draws attention to American canonical 
writer Zora Neale Hurston’s early training as an ethnographer and her representation of 
participant-observer ethnography in her novel Mules and Men. At the time of its writing in the 
1930s, literary representations of ethnographic research were not considered academic and 
thus failed to be recognised by the academy (Harrison 1996, p.90; cited in VanSlyke-Briggs 
2009, p.335). Although ‘realist’ ethnography was the dominant form, they predicted that the 
‘postmodern turn’ would encourage sociologists and anthropologists to experiment with style 
and form (Atkinson & Hammersley 1994, p.257).  
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While innovative forms of ethnography (see Pink 2015) are becoming more common, 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1994, p.225) point out that ‘we still have rather few detailed 
examinations of the general cultural and – in the widest sense – “literary” contexts within 
which particular ethnographic traditions have been informed.’ Further reflection on the 
method of producing literary ethnography can provide further insight into how the 
ethnographic informs the literary. Therefore, the focus of this dissertation puts the emphasis 
on the method of producing All the Time Lost, rather than on the findings of an ethnographic 
study.  
 
The popularity of the ‘ethnographic novel’ may speak to its ability to be accessible, to 
transmit cultural research to a wider audience. Fassin (2014, p.41) points out that the 
commonality between fiction and ethnography is their ‘endeavor to understand human life’ 
and ‘their shared foundation on writing.’ Thus, fiction and ethnography can be seen as 
complementary forms striving to reach the same goal: to understand and translate culture. In 
the introduction to Writing Culture, Clifford (1986, p. 6) writes, ‘Ethnographic writings can 
properly be called fictions in the sense of ‘something made or fashioned,’ but maintains that 
‘it is important to preserve the meaning not merely of making, but also of making up, of 
inventing things not actually real.’ 
 
The literary turn also encourages anthropologists to explore literature that is not derived from 
ethnographic study as a source for exploring culture (Rapport 2012). Cohen’s Novel 
Approaches to Anthropology: Contributions to literary anthropology (2013) is a collection of 
studies using ethnographic methods to interpret literary fiction. As traditional anthropology is 
impossible in this context, Cohen states that literary anthropologists ‘read the scene,’ 
observing and interpreting the described environment and artefacts in order to provide the 
‘essential empathy anthropologists bring to their fieldwork and interpretations of cultures’ 
(Cohen et al. 2013, p.3). Essentially, fiction is studied ‘as a form of ethnography (e.g. Banks 
1990; Ortner 1991; Tall-man 2002)’ (Laterza 2007, p.124). The differences between the two 
forms of literary anthropology can be explained thus: one is the use of literature to produce 
an ethnographic study, the other is the use of the ethnographic novel to convey ethnographic 
findings, which take on a literary form (e.g. Perey 2005; Rose 1996; Taussig 1997 cited in 
Laterza 2007, p.125). 
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One significant question that remains is whether the ethnographic novel should be 
considered literature, anthropology or a cross-disciplinary work. Ethnofiction, for example, 
blurs the line between ethnography and literature, yet is still largely situated in the discipline 
of anthropology. Behar and Gordon (1995, cited in VanSlyke-Briggs 2009, p.336) see 
ethnofiction as ‘creative anthropological representations of meaning.’ According to VanSlyke-
Briggs (2009), ethnofiction is ‘creative ethnography’ that actively seeks to elicit readers’ 
personal connection to the work. Aside from the use of fiction, what differentiates this from 
the ethnographic novel that presents ethnographic findings is perhaps that the author will not 
directly state what they intend to communicate (VanMaanen 1988 cited in VanSlyke-Briggs 
2009, p.336). An example given by VanSlyke-Briggs (2009) is Hurston’s Their Eyes Were 
Watching God (first published in 1937), an ‘entire novel of fictional work based on the 
material collected by the author.’ The work uses material ethnographically gathered by 
Hurston, who had training as an anthropologist, in what she referred to as ‘interpretive 
anthropology.’ Hurston collected stories during fieldwork and used a South African 
storytelling method to follow the fictional character Janie Crawford. While this was dismissed 
by anthropologists at the time, it is now considered a work of anthropological literature by 
literary critics (see Kalb 1988) and is argued to be a work of ethnofiction by VanSlyke-Briggs 
(2009).  
 
Marc Augé’s No Fixed Abode (2013) is self-consciously a work of ethnofiction, which, 
according to Augé, is ‘neither an academic study nor a novel’ (p.vii) but a ‘narrative that 
evokes a social fact through the subjectivity of a particular individual that is “imagined”.’ To 
him, what differentiates ethnofiction from the novel is the emphasis is on the reader’s 
witnessing of a place and time, rather than their identification with the protagonist.  
 
Typically, ethnofiction is a blending of the field notes, interviews and collected data 
but told through a fictional method with the inclusion of detail to round out the tale. 
Significant events should not be researcher created, but developed directly from the 
observed events. New characters do not emerge from the miasma of a writer’s mind, 
but evolve from one’s fieldnotes (VanSlyke-Briggs 2009, p.341).  
 
Essentially, what differentiates ethnofiction and the ethnographic novel from literary fiction is 
that the story is written after the data collection and it focuses on time and place, rather than 
the individual character. As I was intending to create literary fiction that was informed by 
 41 
 
ethnographic practice, it became important to examine how novels with refugees had been 
written previously. However, All the Time Lost deviates from this form in that the characters 
were created before the inclusion of field notes. While some significant events were created, 
many paralleled the experiences described later by participants. Therefore, the ethnographic 
data informed the novel, rather than being the basis of the novel. Thus, I describe the 
manuscript as ‘ethnographically informed.’  
 
Refugee narratives 
As mentioned previously, within the field of writing stories about refugees are referred to as 
‘refugee narratives.’ Refugee narratives focus on the migration story of a person who has 
undergone political persecution. While writers often work with one person to discuss their 
experiences, these texts usually fall within the genre of life writing. When examining these 
narratives in detail, it becomes clear that, like the ethnographic novel, they can offer varying 
degrees of fictionalisation. This caused me to think about how fictionalisation would be used 
in conjunction with ethnographic data in my own writing. In this section, I discuss the genre of 
refugee narratives using four examples: the nonfictional account I, Rigoberta Menchú, the 
selectively fictionalised narrative Slave, the highly fictionalised story What is the What and the 
fictional short story ‘The boat.’ I situate the genre within Humphreys and Watson’s 
ethnographic taxonomy, which analyses ethnographic writing in four forms depending on the 
levels of fictionalisation used to construct the narratives. In order to situate my own writing 
within this field, I apply a fifth designation, fiction, to this taxonomy.  
 
Because refugee narratives often involve the witnessing of human rights abuses, they have 
their basis in the testimonial. Yost (2011, p.149) uses the term ‘testimony narratives,’ derived 
from the Latin American testimonio, to describe ‘collaborative acts involving a speaker who 
has witnessed injustice and violence and an academic or other professional writer in order to 
raise awareness in US or European readers.’ Testimonials can focus on a single event or 
involve the life story of a person. This is assumed to be a written account of a refugee’s 
experience. With the use of the word ‘testimonial’ a nonfictional, autobiographical account is 
implied, as the name of the subject is attributed as the author. However, refugee narratives 
challenge the idea of autobiography in that they require two authors: one to tell the story and 
one to write it (Helff 2009b, pp.333–334). In doing so, these narratives blur the boundary 
between fiction and nonfiction.  
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The refugee narrative can be considered a form of life writing. As a literary genre, life writing 
is often referred to as, or grouped within, auto/biography (‘auto/biography’ first used by 
Olney cited in Moore-Gilbert 2009: xi). Smith and Watson (2010, pp.1–3) claim that terms 
such as autobiography, memoir, life writing, self-life writing and self-biography are terms for 
self-referential works that have been used at different points throughout history. They do, 
however, attempt to delineate the terms by pointing out that autobiography ‘privileges the 
autonomous individual and the universalising life story as the definitive achievement of life 
writing,’ while the memoir involves more ‘density of language and self reflexivity’ and at times 
focuses on ‘unacknowledged aspects of people’s lives’ (Smith & Watson 2010, pp.1–3). They 
define life writing as writing that takes a person’s life as the subject (one’s own or another’s). I 
use ‘life writing’ as a general term to refer to works that are in some way autobiographical. 
Collaborative life writing refers to work in which an author tells the story of another person or 
‘subject.’ Couser (1998) attempts to place collaborative life writing in context with the 
autobiography. He describes the collaborative autobiography as paradoxical in that there is 
both a biographer and an autobiographer combining to create life writing. 
 
In her article ‘Refugee life narratives – The disturbing potential of a genre and the case of 
Mende Nazer,’ Helff (2009b, pp.333–334) posits that ‘refugee life narratives’ recount stories 
derived from collaborations with people who have fled their country of origin (see Eggers 
2006; Menchú 1983; Nazer & Lewis 2004). Helff (2009b, p.334) suggests that these stories 
may bring up ‘painful experiences and memories over and over again until the story is 
completed’ and that there is a risk of the subject becoming ‘visible in the eyes of the 
authorities.’ Furthermore, these traumatic events may overshadow the more ‘ordinary’ events 
which may better emphasise individuality and identity (Marlowe 2009). Thus, it is imperative 
that there is an awareness not only of the politics of collaborative writing, but of the risks 
involved in writing the refugee narrative as well. 
 
This sentiment is echoed in Couser’s (1998) work on collaborative life writing. Collaborative 
life writing has a distinctive voice which is a combination of writer and subject. The subject 
communicates the story to the writer, who then transcribes and even translates what the 
subject has said into the written word. Couser (1998, p.344) notes that collaborative life 
writing is ‘inherently ventriloquistic’ as the writer writes in the voice that is attributed to the 
subject, yet the voice can also be seen as the combination of writer and subject. Furthermore, 
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the collaborative autobiography is often told in a simulated narrative voice by the author, 
although the subject’s voice can be present in the preface or epilogue as a sort of testimonial 
to the authenticity of the story. However, this is not always the case. As I will discuss, in the 
texts I examined this section was at times replaced with the methodology the author used to 
create the text.  
 
Furthermore, in testimonial, while the subjects may see themselves in the fictional text as the 
witness upon reading, the readers can be seen as witnesses to the events described. Kate 
Douglass suggests that readers become second-person witnesses to the text’s traumatic 
events and ‘in this act of reading, the second person sanctions and empowers the testimony’ 
(Yost 2011, pp.151–152). Upon bearing witness to the event, the audience is endowed by the 
story with greater reader responsibility. The reading also provides power to the testifier, as 
that person is now being ‘listened to’ and amassing an audience. This speaks to its ability to 
enact change, and empower testifiers. However, this does raise questions about authorial 
ownership, voice appropriation and authenticity. As discussed earlier, this is because the 
writer appropriates the voice of the subject. But this raises the question of whose story is 
being told. Is it an authentic, nonfictional account told directly by the subject and transcribed 
by the writer, or has the writer taken artistic licence to manipulate the story using 
fictionalisation? In order to examine these questions, I look at four texts which use varying 
degrees of fictionalisation. I will then compare them to the writing of All the Time Lost.  
 
I, Rigoberta Menchú 
The first example of refugee writing is one of collaborative life writing. It follows the activist 
struggle of Indigenous Quiché woman Rigoberta Menchú. Menchú’s name appears in the title 
of her book, I, Rigoberta Menchú: An Indian Woman in Guatemala (2008), and as the author. 
In reality, the book was the result of a collaboration with writer and ethnographer Elisabeth 
Burgos-Debray after a week of interviews in Paris (Burgos-Debray 1984, p.xv). Burgos-Debray 
details in the Introduction how she was approached through a friend to write for Menchú, 
who wanted her story and the struggles of the Guatemalan people told. The Introduction 
describes how Burgos-Debray reflected upon how best to tell Menchú’s story and eventually 
decided to use the form of a monologue, ultimately excluding Menchú’s interview questions 
from the text. She insists that the majority of the book is Menchú’s words, although linking 
passages were inserted in order to help it read more like a narrative, and information was 
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reordered and grouped together to form the chapters (Burgos-Debray 1984, p.xx). This gives 
the reader the impression that they are listening to a story as told by Menchú herself, with the 
words translated and transcribed by Burgos-Debray.  
 
Burgos-Debray’s method is an empirical, ethnographic one. Through this methodology, she 
hoped to get as close to an authentic story as possible. I thought very highly of this story for 
that reason and hoped to also take a very scientific approach to my writing. However, the 
more I began to write, the less it became possible to maintain the voice of the speaker, as I 
discuss further in Chapter 3 in the ‘Interviewing phase’ section. The fictional voices of the 
characters had been written prior to fieldwork and interviews. As a result, the interviews 
introduced elements of authentic nonfictional voices into the fictional character voices. 
 
Slave: My True Story 
The book Slave: My True Story (2003), a collaboration between journalist Damien Lewis and 
Sudanese-born subject Mende Nazer, also states that little in the original testimonial was 
changed, but concedes to some revisions to the story. In the epilogue, entitled ‘A note from 
Damien Lewis,’ Lewis describes his method of collaboration with Nazer, who lived as a guest 
in his home during his revisions. He writes that he worked with Nazer through interviews, 
casual conversations recounted in a notebook and even roleplaying. He acknowledges that 
‘no story is complete’ and that Nazer’s has been through a ‘creative process of selection and 
condensation’ in order to make the form of the novel more compelling and accessible (Lewis 
2003, p.340). He describes Nazer’s English language as limited, although she read through 
the drafts to ensure that ‘every word and nuance of the story was as intended’ (Lewis 2003, p. 
340). Although some of his methods can be seen as unconventional, the fact that Nazer has 
read and approved of the text is enough to affirm for the audience that Lewis has 
represented her story authentically. Nonetheless, the true extent of how the text was 
fictionalised is not completely known, as ‘some condensation’ implies that minor changes 
took place but Lewis provides no actual record of what was changed from the original.  
 
Lewis’s approach influenced my writing in that I wanted to document the changes that took 
place with fictionalisation. Following Lewis, I decided that at the start some condensation and 
fictionalisation of the interview accounts would be necessary to fit them into the fictional 
narrative, but I was as yet unclear on what form that might take. As discussed in Chapters 3 
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and 4, there were elements that were written into the first manuscript as fiction that turned 
out to align with what participants described in interviews during the second manuscript’s 
drafting process. The line between fiction and nonfiction became blurred in this respect. This 
reaffirmed my plan to write a third draft of the manuscript in order to attain feedback, as 
Lewis had done. This also revealed that some of the fictional elements resonated with 
participants or ‘rang true,’ as I discuss in the ‘Feedback phase’ section in Chapter 4.  
 
What is the What 
What is the What (2006) constitutes a fictional version of collaborative life writing. Dave 
Eggers has a similar method to that of Burgos-Debray in that What is the What was written 
over three years of interviews with the subject, a Sudanese ‘lost boy’ named Valentino Achak 
Deng. As Yost (2011, p.150) points out when comparing the texts, ‘Eggers actively forces the 
recognition that he and Deng worked together collaboratively.’ Aside from being referred to 
as fiction, the text is labelled the ‘autobiography of Valentino Achak Deng,’ giving the reader 
the impression that it is based in reality. The Preface, written by Deng himself, states that he 
approves of the finished work, further adding to the authenticity of this fictional tale. In the 
Preface, Deng concedes that Eggers fictionalised his story but maintains that the world 
Eggers created is not that different from the one in which he lived (Deng 2006). It struck me 
that the level of fictionalisation in this text is much higher than that of the previous texts 
mentioned and that my text would involve the fictionalisation of entire events, rather than 
smaller instances as Lewis’s had.  
  
This had a significant influence on my writing in that I had hoped to construct a fictional text 
with ethnographic elements. This clarified that, rather than telling a true, scientifically 
objective story, the fictional elements may retain some truth. The authenticity of this text lies 
not in the retelling of testimony, but in the realistic portrayal of the character. Again, in this 
text the feedback from the participants becomes important in that it shows that there may be 
authenticity despite the fictionalisation. 
 
The Boat 
This raises the question of whether it is necessary to document all changes in the text. Unlike 
the other examples, the short story ‘The boat’ represents a story that is not collaborative. 
However, it is an interesting study of fictionalisation and challenges the idea of authenticity. 
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While What is the What is an exception, fiction does not often include information on how the 
text was produced. Although authors may incorporate factual elements from their personal 
experience or their family’s experience, the made-up and the biographical are not expected 
to be explicitly documented. For example, Australian author Nam Le’s short story, entitled 
‘The boat’ (2008), the title piece of his book The Boat, is based on Le’s father’s experiences 
travelling from Vietnam to a Malaysian refugee camp. Reading the stories, it is almost 
impossible to tell the fictional elements from the factual without prior knowledge of the 
author’s life and Le offers no explanation in the text. We only see glimpses of this through 
subsequent interviews. For example, in the New York Times (S Cohen 2008) Le describes 
creating the fictional character named Nam Le, in ‘Love and honour and pity and pride and 
compassion and sacrifice,’ who drinks Johnnie Walker Red and is struggling with the genre of 
‘ethnic literature.’ Le says in the interview that ‘One of the chief ambitions of the story was to 
play with that idea of what we consider to be authentic, how much autobiography is implied 
or assumed, how we read something differently if we think it’s been drawn from the author’s 
life.’ Le says in the interviews that he still receives bottles of Johnnie Walker Red as gifts, 
although he doesn't drink it. Although the text is fiction, the audience assumes the character 
‘Nam Le’ is autobiographical because he has the same name as the author. As a result, the 
audience becomes confused.  
 
While Le is successful in his attempt to challenge the notion of authenticity, there is still the 
danger of the audience feeling manipulation or betrayal. As such, some documentation and 
examples of major changes to the text become crucial. Therefore, I decided to keep the 
drafts and to journal my process of writing them in order to more easily compare and 
examine the changes between them. This dissertation serves as that documentation, while on 
publication the preface or prologue may serve this purpose.  
 
Authorship and authenticity 
While there are some similar elements in the ways these collaborative refugee writings have 
been produced, it is worth noting that the relationships between the writers and subjects are 
described differently. This raises questions about how a writer should define themselves in 
relation to the subject as author; in other words, how the Self should compare to the Other. 
Menchú is listed as the author of her story, and therefore the novel. Burgos-Debray’s 
description of the interview process implies her role as a ‘listener’ rather than an interviewer – 
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she gave Menchú a chronological outline (childhood, adolescence, etc.) and asked as few 
questions as possible (Burgos-Debray 2008, p.xx). On the other hand, Lewis and Menchú are 
both listed as the authors of I, Rigoberta Menchú. Lewis’s interview process seems to have 
been more investigative, as he consistently describes inventing ways of getting more details 
from Nazer in his epilogue, citing language difficulties as a primary motivation (Lewis 2003, 
p.338). While Burgos-Debray recorded interviews, Lewis did not, choosing to type notes from 
his conversations with Nazer on his laptop. His methods also included drawing pictures, 
having Nazer look at images of her home village and acting out scenes, including having 
Nazer re-enact how her master threw her down on a table and cut her leg open (Lewis 2003, 
pp.338–339). Conversely, Eggers is listed as the only author of What is the What. Deng (2006, 
p.5) himself describes his contribution to What is the What in the Preface as solely oral3 and 
taking place over several years: 
 
To that end, over the course of many years, I told my story orally to the author. He 
then concocted this novel, approximating my own voice and using the basic events of 
my life as the foundation. Because many of the passages are fictional, the result is 
called a novel. 
 
Thus, in fiction the writer changes what the subject says, fictionalising elements to a larger 
degree than in nonfictional texts. Yet the fact that they change to varying degrees suggests 
negotiation.  
 
These examples of collaboration show that the roles of writer and subject are not as clearly 
defined as they appear. It is difficult to determine whether the subject or the writer is the 
author of the text. The preface or epilogue often serve to discuss the process of writing, in 
which the author and subject come to an understanding of what the writing is and what their 
roles are when constructing the text.  
 
An example of conflicting interpretation can be seen in I, Rigoberta Menchú’s reception. 
Menchú’s efforts to raise awareness about the plight of the Guatemalan people earned her 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992. The prize was awarded ‘in recognition of her work for social 
justice and ethno-cultural reconciliation based on respect for the rights of Indigenous 
                                                                  
3 While oral history is relevant and deeply significant to the ways in which testimonials are viewed in a historical 
context, I have decided to focus on the testimonial as a literary genre in this section.  
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peoples’ (Nobel Media AB 2016). However, I Rigoberta Menchú later faced criticism. Stoll 
(1999) published a book arguing that some of the events Menchú describes are inconsistent, 
such as how her brother was murdered in Chajul. Even so, he believes it to be Menchú’s own 
account of her life (Stoll 1999), believing that she justified her narrative strategy in order to 
denounce the murders by the military. He also famously calls into question the opening line, 
‘This is the story of all Guatamalan people’ (Stoll 1999; Yost 2011), as the story told by 
Menchú excludes many people, including other indigenous groups. Because Burgos-Debray 
aggressively argues that she did not change anything in the account, this universalising 
language brought criticism of Menchú. As Yost notes, Burgos-Debray became an example of 
the ‘pitfalls’ of speaking for the subaltern Other (Yost 2011).  
 
On the other hand, What is the What had a largely positive reception. Of What is the What, 
Yost (2011) argues that ‘Eggers’s use of testimonial narrative is a powerful example of this 
potential for literature to engage in cosmopolitan activism.’ Likewise, Helff (2009b) does a 
close reading of Nazer and Lewis’s Slave, discussing the power of literature, referred to as 
‘refugee narrative,’ to go beyond its usual sphere and interact with politics. She reviews its 
structure in relation to other refugee stories, claiming it is intrinsic to a ‘genre of refugee life 
narratives’ (Helff 2009, p.335). Nazer’s narrative eventually resulted in her bid for asylum, 
originally refused, being granted. 
 
Nam Le’s The Boat was ‘widely reviewed and praised’ (Goellnicht 2012, pp.197–198), 
Goellnicht citing that Le ‘addresses the concept of cosmopolitanism, but he rethinks it via the 
figure of the refugee in ways that challenge and redefine accepted notions of these terms.’ 
While Goellnicht acknowledges the central short stories, written about Others, and that Le’s 
book is able to ‘raise questions of cultural authenticity, authorial ownership and voice 
appropriation, responsible representation of trauma,’ s/he does not go beyond this 
acknowledgement.  
 
Levels of f ictionalisation 
What can be drawn from these examples is that, when fictionalising true accounts, an 
awareness of the process of fictionalisation is necessary. The issue with Menchú’s account 
shows that, when an audience believes a story to be true but this is later shown to be 
contradicted, it could adversely affect the way the text is viewed – the audience feels misled 
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or confused. As Lewis posits, creative writing does require some reordering of events and 
condensation in order to make the story more readable and appealing to the audience. If the 
story has been changed too much, however, difficulties will arise with referring to it as 
nonfiction. 
 
Ethnography makes it possible to document this process through reflective writing and 
detailed notes, which allow for an interrogation into the process of creating. Like the texts 
described in this chapter, ethnographic compositions can offer varying degrees of 
fictionalisation. Without explicit knowledge of how the text is produced, the fictional 
elements are difficult to separate from the nonfictional. When Humphreys and Watson (2009) 
examined ethnographic writing, they placed these texts on a continuum of text manipulation 
– from minimally manipulated written accounts to highly manipulated ones.  
 
          Plain             Enhanced      Semi-fictionalised             Fictionalised               Fiction 
 
           I, Rigoberta       Slave              What is the What                   All the     The Boat 
           Menchú                                                                               Time Lost 
adapted from Humphreys & Watson 2009 
 
On this line, the texts discussed have been placed under the estimated level of manipulation. 
Using the novels discussed above, I have adapted Humphreys and Watson’s continuum of 
textual manipulation to show the levels of fictionalisation used when writing Others.  
 
What is the What, highly fictionalised, still offers its readers a glimpse into what elements 
might have been fictionalised by providing a prologue. To position All the Time Lost in 
relation to these texts, however, I needed to add the heading of ‘fiction’ to the right of 
‘fictionalised.’ This text, highly fictionalised, incorporates elements of factual accounts into 
fictional ones. This fictional manuscript is therefore positioned beyond What is the What and 
before The Boat, in that it has been written as fiction, with nonfictional elements incorporated 
into the fabric of the novel and characters afterwards. As more drafts were produced and 
interviews integrated, it moved closer to ‘fictionalised.’ Despite never achieving fictionalised 
status, it became increasingly ‘nonfictionalised’ as interview data from transcripts was added.  
 
From the texts examined, the appropriation of voice is the central issue when the writer takes 
the voice of the subject. This can be seen in Couser’s use of the term ‘ventriloquistic’ to 
describe collaborative life writing. The idea of ventriloquism is that the audience does not 
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know who the speaker is. Yet the writer is often visible in these texts. This term also fails to 
take into consideration writing that does not incorporate original interview content. If the 
language, as claimed in Menchú’s case, is what the subject actually said, I would argue that 
the subject’s voice is present in the text. Bakhtin (1981) uses the term ‘heteroglossia’ to 
describe the existence of two or more voices within a text, a sort of ‘double-voiced narrative.’ 
To Bakhtin (1981, p.288), language is ‘heterglot’ and ‘never unitary’ and is only considered so 
as an ‘abstract grammatical system of normative forms.’ It contains multiple meanings, verbal 
and ideological. Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia contradicts Couser’s ventriloquism in that 
the texts examined are in some way multi-voiced, the combinations of the author’s voice and 
the subject’s, in the form of sources of information such as interviews. This is not to imply that 
the voices are combined equally; the voice of the writer occupies a stronger and more 
privileged position in the telling of the narrative, as I will discuss further in the next chapter 
when I introduce ethnography as a methodology. 
 
Conclusions 
Writing the Other is deeply controversial within the creative writing community, rooted in a 
history of misrepresentation and cultural appropriation. While refugee life writing has the 
potential to shift public opinion and enact political change, the power relations between the 
writer and subject can be problematic since they may reinforce exploitative power structures. 
Voice appropriation, through the collaborative life writing process, presents the opportunity 
for a dominant group to exploit a subaltern group. However, when a writer is incorporating 
the accounts of a subject, the voice becomes a combination of writer and subject. The idea of 
appropriation in this case is not so clear, but the issue still remains that the writer’s voice is 
stronger and more privileged in the telling of the story.  
 
Like ethnography, refugee narratives offer varying degrees of engagement with fiction and 
nonfiction. As can be seen from the examples of Rigoberta Menchú and Nam Le, the 
audience wants to know how much of the story is fact and how much is fiction. Using 
ethnography as a method to write Otherness allows the creative writing researcher to focus 
on approaches to writing fiction and examine which elements change or remain consistent 
depending on the methods used. In All the Time Lost, the ethnographic data produced 
through fieldwork, interviews and feedback has informed the novel at different stages of 
development. By examining these methods, this dissertation produces a useful theoretical 
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framework through which Otherness may be written ethically. A detailed look into how 
refugee narratives are written has the potential to contribute to the ongoing political debate 
of writing the Other. To do this, a clear methodology that engages with the political issues of 
writing Otherness is required. The next chapter will explore my ethnographically inspired 
creative practice methodology, to elaborate on how my study was conducted.  
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3. Methodology 
 
How can ethnographic methodologies be applied to creative practice? 
 
 
In this chapter I address questions around the methodology used to undertake my research 
into Melbourne’s refugee community. Although my research process took a practice-led 
approach, it used ethnography as a data-gathering method and theoretical framework within 
this approach. Here, the methods and the research experience are intricately intertwined. 
Therefore, the community in which I conducted my fieldwork and interviews is described in 
detail. The findings of the ethnographic study are conveyed through fiction in the creative 
practice artefact All the Time Lost. The creative work results in research insights (Smith & 
Dean 2009, p.2) through the documentation and theorisation of that work. The work therefore 
generates practice and ‘praxical’ knowledge (Barrett & Bolt 2007 cited in Smith & Dean 2009); 
the former focuses on the processes used to create the artefact, while the later focuses on the 
particular form of knowing that arises out of our handling of materials and processes. It is 
therefore both practice-based and practice-led: the investigation is undertaken partly through 
practice and partly through the outcomes of that practice (Candy et al. 2006). This creative 
practice approach allows me to convey the findings from my research in the form of the novel 
All the Time Lost, while this theoretical component expounds on the processes used to write 
refugee narratives when the writer is a non-refugee. Thus, this chapter addresses the 
question: How can ethnographic methodologies be applied to creative practice? 
 
To scrutinise the processes used to create the All the Time Lost required that the method 
used to create the manuscript be interrogated in detail. I did this by examining the method 
using ethnographic and translation theory through a postcolonial lens. The first draft is 
characterised by fieldwork. Traditionally, fieldwork involves both journalling and participant 
observation. The second draft is marked by interviews. Specifically, I used semi-structured 
interviews, the questions for which were based on the first draft of the novel. The final draft 
represents the results of the feedback sessions and meetings. In this section, I describe my 
data-gathering processes in detail. While the methods I used here were inspired by 
ethnographic studies, the problem still remained of how to transfer the knowledge 
ascertained during my research into fiction writing. I argue that translation provides a helpful 
framework which enables the writer to articulate this practical knowledge. I provide examples 
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of what I mean by this argument in the following section, where I discuss the methods used to 
create All the Time Lost.  
 
In this section, I differentiate between ‘attendees,’ those who attended English language 
courses where I conducted my fieldwork, ‘interviewees,’ those who participated in interviews, 
and ‘participants,’ those who participated in interviews and may have participated in 
feedback sessions. Primarily, when designing this study, I needed to take into consideration 
the vulnerability of the group I was working with. I followed strict guidelines which were laid 
out in my Human Research Ethics Application, which was approved by RMIT University on 11 
August 2014 (see Appendix 1). I designed my research methodology with the mantra ‘do no 
harm.’ However, through this process I found it was impossible to avoid traumatic topics: 
although I did not include them in my questioning, such topics were regularly brought up by 
participants. In case participants appeared distressed or anxious, I had the phone numbers of 
counselling and other services to give to them. Luckily, I did not find occasion to give these 
out during interviews. Participants seemed to want to tell these stories, perhaps finding 
catharsis in the telling and in the action of being heard. I conclude that listening to such 
conversations and including them were essential to the practice of writing, as it became clear 
that participants wanted them to be included in the manuscript.  
 
Using ethnography to write f iction 
As discussed in the previous chapter, although there are parallels that have been drawn 
between fiction and ethnography, this is still somewhat problematic in the field of 
anthropology. Hammersley (1992, p.3) discusses the possibility that ethnography could 
represent one reality rather than ‘reality’ itself, lending itself to the notion of being perceived 
as a rhetorical device such as fiction (see Krieger 1984; van Mane 1998 cited in Hammersley 
1992). However, he does so somewhat cautiously, as he acknowledges the problems this 
could face in relation to anti-realism and those who advocate a direct relationship between 
ethnography and practice.  
 
In the last chapter, I discussed fiction’s use within anthropology and established that there is 
relatively little research into how fiction has been used to write the Other within creative 
practice methodology. Similarly, while ethnography can have applications for novel writing, 
the examination of its relationship to the field of creative writing is limited to a few pages in 
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the prologue or epilogue of these novels (as discussed in Chapter 1). Recently, with the 
debate sparked by Shriver’s keynote address, writing the Other in fiction has come under 
increasing criticism. Previous critiques focus on the inaccurate and colonialised representation 
in historical and literary contexts of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (see Langton 
2003; Heiss 2002), although not on refugee representation specifically. While I draw on this 
seminal ongoing debate, refugee representation also has its own set of issues, due to the 
politically sensitive nature of being an ‘asylum seeker’ or ‘refugee.’  
 
In Chapter 1, I established that the political climate intensified during the time period in 
which I wrote this dissertation. It became more hostile to people working with refugees and 
to those refugees who chose to speak out about conditions within the increasingly secretive 
detention centres. It must be noted that I was working with a vulnerable community, many 
persons of whom have experienced some form of trauma. The first concern was that 
informants viewed me as a teacher rather than researcher. As I conducted fieldwork in an 
organisation that provided free English lessons, at times I taught or facilitated classes in 
English language. Dewalt and Dewalt (2002, p.273) point out that participant observation 
raises the greatest number of ethical concerns; ‘even if field workers make it clear they will 
“write a book” or report on their experiences, informants may not realise that what they share 
as “gossip” during informal conversations will form part of their report.’ However, short of 
taking notes constantly, this is difficult to avoid. As writers, we must make ethical choices as 
to what should be kept confidential and what can be used within our writing. It is thus 
important to consider the role confidentiality played at the time – whether it be that of 
teacher, writer/researcher or confidante. It is also important to take into consideration 
whether the information is likely to endanger the informant, given the political vulnerability of 
awaiting a decision on visa status.  
 
As Hayano (2001, p.77) points out when describing autoethnographic research, concerns 
arise when publishing data that is politically sensitive or describes illegal, confidential or ritual 
practices (see Becker 1964; Cassell 1977 cited in Hayano 2001). As such, it became necessary 
to ensure informants were not identifiable by keeping the location of the fieldwork vague and 
de-identifying informants. However, ethnographers have pointed out that, even if informants 
are de-identified, it may still be possible to identify them. Hopkins (1993, p.129) argues in her 
writing about working with refugees in the USA that ‘our wish to include informants more 
intimately in the research process by sharing with them prepublication drafts will surely 
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jeopardise the anonymity of some other members of the community.’ In her writing, Hopkins 
claims that the information is still identifiable to the community, despite attempts to de-
identify. However, fiction allows for the characters to be changed to a level that would avoid 
identification. Even if participants recognise a story as similar to that of an individual, the 
characters convey multiple stories from various backgrounds, so they cannot be attributed to 
a single person. Furthermore, as my focus was on the everyday, some people had similar 
experiences. This will be explored later in Chapter 4, where the feedback sessions are 
detailed. Primarily, I observed that there was a fear from participants that speaking negatively 
about the government or country might lead to a negative outcome in visa applications. 
These issues needed to be considered while designing this study, which resulted in de-
identification of participants, vagueness when describing research locations and careful 
storage of data.  
 
In the next section, I discuss how ethnography can be used to provide a framework within 
which to observe how practical knowledge can be applied ethically, by making factual and 
value assumptions that underlie descriptions explicit (Hammersley 1992, pp.27–28).  
 
Fieldwork location 
The data in this dissertation is based on my time writing All the Time Lost, which began in 
January 2014 and concluded in April 2017. It is based on my fieldwork in a small grassroots 
volunteer organisation working with Melbourne’s refugee community where I had been 
volunteering since February 2014. My fieldwork was conducted from August 2014 to 
December 2015, interviews were conducted between November 2015 and 2016, and 
feedback sessions were conducted in November 2016.  
 
My fieldwork began when I approached a volunteer organisation providing free English and 
other subject courses for asylum seekers that I had been involved with, and asked if I could 
conduct fieldwork as part of my research. The classes, and many others throughout Victoria, 
were established in response to Australia’s harsh visa restrictions on study and work for 
people seeking asylum that had recently come into effect. Most people seeking asylum were 
on bridging visas, which allowed them to study at volunteer organisations and 
neighbourhood houses as long as they did not receive any formal qualifications or pay. They 
were often directed to these classes by caseworkers, so that they could practise their English. 
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Many had recently been released from immigration detention centres, where they were held 
for months to several years. Others had refugee status and wanted a forum to practise their 
English, with most free English courses run for those with basic English-speaking abilities. The 
courses I attended and taught within as a volunteer as part of my fieldwork typically consisted 
of two parts: one was a university-style lecture delivered by an academic and the other was an 
English language class that took place before the lecture. These lectures were offered in 
several subject areas, including law, environmental studies and Australian history.  
 
While there was a core group who attended most classes, the people who were present 
tended to fall in and out, volunteers included. There were several challenges to teaching and 
volunteering. First of all, I observed that many attendees complained of headaches and lack 
of concentration. The main concern of those with asylum-seeker status was getting a visa that 
would award them refugee status, which would in turn allow them some study or work rights. 
But shifting public sentiment and government policies left most with asylum-seeker status in 
limbo. For some, it would be a year until their bridging visa would be reviewed and, even 
then, the restrictions might be extended. Worse still was the possibility that there could be a 
determination that their application did not meet the definition of ‘refugee’ under the current 
government guidelines, and so they would be rejected and either provided with the means 
(such as a flight) to return to their home country or have to appeal the decision in court. 
During this time, there was talk that a temporary visa was being considered which would not 
give permanent residency or allow visa holders to bring family to Australia. These policy shifts 
often resulted in shifts in the moods of the attendees and participants. A student who was 
optimistic one day might be despondent and uncommunicative the next. Attendees were 
from several different countries, including Pakistan, Iran, Sudan, Somalia, Ethiopia, Syria, 
Afghanistan, Colombia, Yemen, India, Sri Lanka and Myanmar. I distributed flyers to the 
group and was contacted by three attendees for formal interviews and focus groups during 
this time.  
 
Classes were conducted once a week, for about three and a half hours. I usually participated 
as a volunteer, sometimes in the capacity of an English teacher and English teacher 
coordinator, other times just as an observer or there to help facilitate. Each ‘course’ ran for 
approximately eight to ten weeks. Volunteer facilitators sat in the audience and helped the 
attendees individually. The subject courses were organised, planned and taught by local 
lecturers and academics.  
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Attendees appreciated the courses, complaining that there was nothing else they could do 
during the week since they had been denied work or study rights. The government did not 
provide much in the way of basic living expenses, so even paying for transport to attend the 
classes was difficult. Still, attendees often asked for more classes. In 2014, a few more classes 
run by volunteers appeared during the week, including a newspaper reading group which 
was held at the State Library Victoria and involved reading the newspaper with volunteers 
who would explain the language, cultural and political context of the articles.  
 
I began to feel that I was part of a community that had only formed at the start of the 
program. Attendees would see teachers and volunteers regularly. Many had no family in 
Australia. Some had gone to spend the weekend at volunteers’ houses in the country. I 
maintained a distance, however, only seeing attendees at the classes and for regular coffees. 
I felt that I wanted to be clear about what I was using in my studies. Also, in training sessions 
teachers and volunteers are encouraged to maintain clear boundaries when working with 
traumatised and vulnerable communities (see Appendix 2a) due to the risk of secondary 
trauma posed by hearing traumatic stories from other attendees.  
 
Despite my interview questions being about the everyday in Australia and careful 
consideration about the topics we chose to present on in the courses, instances where 
attendees recounted traumatic experiences were not uncommon. One day the group 
decided they would meet at a free public talk at the University of Melbourne. The talk was by 
Indigenous civil rights activist and professor Dr Gary Foley. After the talk, a reception took 
place upstairs in a grand room which provided drinks and canapés to attendees. Across the 
room I observed one course attendee, whom I had interviewed only a day before, in a heated 
discussion with a stranger. In our conversation the day before, he had hesitantly asked me 
what I was going to interview him about. I had told him just everyday things, like public 
transport, and showed him the list of interview questions. He had expressed relief and that he 
had been concerned we were going to discuss why he came to Australia. As I approached 
him chatting with this man at the public talk, however, I could see his behaviour was 
becoming more and more erratic; his arms were waving and the tone of his voice had risen. I 
surmised from the conversation that they had touched on a traumatic topic; the stranger 
seemed to have asked him for more details about why he had come to Australia. I 
interrupted, complimenting the attendee on a recent paper of his I had read for his free 
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course. As I did, the stranger gathered his things, shook our hands and all but ran out of the 
room. Outside, the attendee opened up to me that he had been very depressed and his 
housemates did not seem to be able to help him. When I left, he seemed a bit more 
optimistic, feeling better at having had the opportunity to talk about his feelings. Several 
months later, however, I received a text message in the middle of the night that said, ‘Thank 
you for everything. Goodbye.’ It was only after asking other volunteers that I learned that he 
had asked the government to send him home to Iran and that it had occurred late at night. 
Despite it being unsafe to return home, his current situation in Australia had been emotionally 
overwhelming.  
 
The complexity of the political situation, the mental health states of some of the attendees 
and the framework of the interview questions meant that I did not talk in any great detail 
about these traumatic experiences. However, other interviewees did discuss difficult political 
situations in Iran which could be considered traumatic, such as being arrested and time spent 
in prison. Because interviewees were aware of the project and what I was using interviews for, 
it became apparent that this information needed to be included in the story. Thus, the story 
shifted from one that focused on only the everyday in Australia to one that more fully 
included the complex nature of these traumatic stories. Still, when writing such stories in my 
field journal, I often wondered if there was something better I could have said at that time to 
make the participant feel better. Surely there was a perfect phrase I could have uttered to 
make their pain disappear.  
 
However, as I reflected upon my time working with refugees and asylum seekers, I realised 
that there was no perfect thing I could say to change the feelings of the persons to whom I 
spoke. Furthermore, the recordings of the interviews showed that the participants were not 
distressed when telling me these stories – the trepidation I felt was actually my own. I had 
made it very clear what I was using the stories for and how they would be used and, still, 
participants continued to relate traumatic stories to me. I realised that those who had 
entrusted me with such stories were looking not only to be listened to, but also to be heard. 
The acknowledgement of those feelings and stories seemed to be much more cathartic than 
any phrase I could have spoken.  
 
By the end of 2015 attendance at the sessions had significantly dropped off, since the 
government was transitioning people onto Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs) and they had 
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gained some work and study rights. Those who wanted to continue attending were directed 
to other sessions run by the organisation open to the general public. After the program 
ended, I kept in contact with some of the attendees. I offered my help if they needed to 
apply for jobs or university, or had difficulty doing any paperwork. They often asked after my 
project and writing. They were very enthusiastic for the book to be published. Still, when I 
offered to send the manuscript to them for the feedback phase of the research, many seemed 
uninterested. I gathered they were excited by its publication and happy to have helped me 
achieve my writing goal, but they were not necessarily interested in the writing itself.  
 
My time in the field was documented using the ethnographic method of participant 
observation. According to Ingold (2014, p.389) this method of data gathering, description 
and documentation involves both observing and engaging with people. While I taught and 
volunteered to assist attendees with their understanding of the lectures, I was reflecting upon 
my time there through this research method. Participant observation is one method of 
ethnography that allows the researcher to learn with or among the people studied and to do 
‘his or her thinking in the world’ (Ingold 2011, pp.241–243 cited in Ingold 2014, p.391).  
 
As an analytical tool, participant observation enhances the quality of data and the 
interpretation of data, regardless of the level of participation (Dewalt & Dewalt 2002, p.264) 
through its ability to engage with participants in context. This can be seen to be done in 
phases (see Howell 1972): the first is to establish a rapport by getting to know people within 
the community. The next phase involves blending in with the field and recording observations 
and data, such as making field notes, conducting interviews and keeping journals for 
reflection. Following this, data analysis – in my case in the form of narrative analysis – can take 
place using the data from the interviews to construct a story.  
 
I believe that being a language teacher was integral to how I was viewed by informants. 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1983 cited in Atkinson & Hammersley 1994, p.250) note, ‘In a 
sense, all social research is a form of participant observation, because we cannot study the 
social world without being part of it.’ My role of teacher cannot be separated from subjects’ 
perception of me as researcher: either they had participated in courses which I taught, had 
been informed or I had identified myself as an English language teacher. From my 
experiences in the field, I gleaned that English language teachers and caseworkers tend to be 
some of the first people asylum seekers and refugees meet when they arrive in Australia. Due 
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to their regular appearances in their lives and their willingness to explain perplexing aspects 
of culture, language and bureaucracy, language teachers are a trusted and familiar group of 
people.  
 
Yet, despite my many years’ experience working with refugees, much of this context was new 
to me. First of all, this was the first time I had worked with a group for such a long time. In my 
past teaching roles, I was either at the front of the classroom or I was running the program, 
and there were also formal rules around student and teacher conduct. Here I was behind the 
scenes, in the seats with the attendees. The courses had the same core group attending and 
this went for about two years. Because we were volunteers, there was more freedom around 
what we were allowed to do as far as teaching and meeting attendees outside of the courses, 
because we didn’t have to worry about it affecting overall marks (since there were no marks). 
As such, we could tailor the courses around what students needed or expressed that they 
wanted to learn. This also meant that the attendees had more opportunities to approach us 
about personal issues they were dealing with in their daily lives.  
 
I attained trust with the group very quickly as I was viewed as an expert in English. Attendees 
would tell me funny stories about miscommunications they had with Australians or vent 
frustrations about the visa process. I noted these down in a reflective journal that 
documented my fieldwork, as well as my writing process. To Davies (2008, p.5), 
ethnographers ‘help to construct the observations that become their data.’ As mentioned 
previously, I found myself writing significant events of the day as though they were stories. 
These I considered to be a different form of reflection. Although a single notion of reflection 
is difficult to define, Clarke points to Dewey’s idea that it is ‘controlled, directed thinking 
toward some conclusion’ (1933, cited in Clark 2001, p.86). ‘Reflection’, Clark (2001, p.85) 
argues, ‘must not be conflated with “observation,” then since it is not a kind of empirical 
enquiry.’ Spradley (1980) warns that deeper levels of participation within a group carry the risk 
of losing objectivity. Yet Davies embraces the incorporation of reflexivity and the subjective 
into ethnographic research methods, citing Powdermaker’s (1996, cited in Davies 2008, p.5) 
assertion that the ethnographer must step in and out of society.  
 
I was inspired by a journal I had kept while I was working, made up of nonfictional subjective 
and reflexive accounts told in narrative form. As an example, the following is an account of 
meeting some students for the first time: 
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[Reflective journal excerpt, 19.02.14] 
As more students filtered into the room, I began chatting to some other English teachers. They 
looked at us awkwardly and we looked at them much the same way. Other volunteers were also 
present that would not teach. These would act as ‘helpers,’ and sit in the audience during lectures to 
aid students who did not understand. I ventured a guess that most volunteers had not worked with 
refugees or people seeking asylum before as they appeared quite shy. I, myself, had only worked with 
people from refugee backgrounds, who, as far as I knew, had never been in offshore detention. I 
eventually walked over and sat with a group of people who I later learned were from Iran. There were 
about four of them, one woman and three men. ‘Hi,’ I said to the group. ‘My name’s Tresa. What’s 
yours?’ 
We exchanged names, then they became silent. ‘What course are you going to take? History or 
Politics?’ I ventured. 
‘Which is easier?’ one person asked. 
‘History most likely,’ I said.  
One man said, ‘I hate politics. But I think I should know about it.’ He laughed. ‘But history I think 
is important.’ 
‘History,’ everyone else responded. 
 
 
I noticed that, when I told stories, I used quotation marks to mark what people had said in the 
conversations that I had had or witnessed even though I could not recall what was said 
exactly. Therefore, the subjectivity of the account is interesting to consider. As I reflected 
upon this account, I was forced to acknowledge that what I had written was already subject to 
interpretation and was in and of itself an interpretation of lived experience. As I mentioned, 
the ethnographer helps to construct the data or the story. This particular section of my journal 
raises an interesting question: What did the man mean by saying he hated politics?  
  
Using translation as a method 
The difficulty in interpreting what certain phrases, such as the one above, meant became an 
issue when it came time to incorporate research data into a manuscript. While this journal 
entry was not used as part of my data collection, nonfictional accounts such as this would 
need to be translated into a fictional narrative. Translation provides a helpful framework to 
describe how these were moulded into fiction. According to Gal (2015, p.228), ‘anthropology 
and ethnography have always relied on [translation] as part of method. Language learning, 
note-taking, interaction, transcription, and the effort to make findings intelligible to 
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colleagues all require translations of various kinds. But reflexivity about such practices has 
been rare.’ Thus, I began to reflect on this process of translation by drawing on translation 
theory, specifically that of Umberto Eco. 
 
As I had no other information in my notes, I was left with only my interpretation of what 
phrases such as ‘I hate politics’ may have meant. According to Eco (2003, p.5), ‘a text is a 
machine conceived for eliciting interpretations.’ To Eco, the emphasis of the interpretation 
lies in the audience, as opposed to the author. Nonetheless, the author frames the ways in 
which the texts are presented. Patel (2012, p.238) begins with the assumption that ‘human 
rights researchers and advocates … act “as collectors, filterers, translators, and presenters of 
information regarding alleged violations” (Metzl 1996: 705).’ Patel (2012, p.238) goes on to 
clarify that the human rights researcher ‘ferries its knowledge’ and ‘curates’ its meaning, 
combining the accounts with their own ‘normative understanding.’ The human rights 
researcher, therefore, must understand the significance of the ordering and framing of 
knowledge, and the ways in which these frames may be interpreted by the audience. The 
author operates as ‘the translator,’ through choices of words, framing and contextualising 
information. As such, the author’s interpretation dramatically affects the way information is 
positioned and relayed to the audience.  
 
Conversely, just as the writer influences interpretation, so does the reader. In his book Mouse 
or Rat? Translation as Negotiation (2003), Eco discusses homonymy, when a single word can 
express two different things or concepts, as opposed to synonymity (a single word for the 
same concept). Words, or groups of words, can have multiple accepted meanings or senses, 
a series of interpretations, what Pierce would call ‘interpretants’ of that sign (Eco 2003, p.11). 
Thus, the reader may interpret the text any number of ways. The narrative operates as a frame 
for the author. Meaning is made in the space between the author and the audience.  
 
I began writing the first draft of All the Time Lost with the initial premise of four characters 
who travelled at various times on public transport. I decided that they should be going to the 
city at some point, to follow the lines of the railway and tram tracks. During my time writing 
the draft, I attended a protest in the city and this became the point where all the storylines 
intersected. The last part of the story was based on my experience at the University of 
Melbourne, described earlier in this chapter. I thought this would make a good addition, 
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since most tram lines end at the University of Melbourne. These aspects formed the ‘core 
story.’  
 
However, the character backgrounds that I initially chose shifted during the writing and 
fieldwork. I had in mind that each character would be from a different country. The countries 
that sprang to mind were Tanzania, Iran, Sri Lanka and Chile. This was because I had most 
contact with people from these countries. I had at the time been volunteering with a family 
from Burundi (next to Tanzania) and was familiar with this setting although, because I did not 
encounter many people from Burundi or Sri Lanka in the field, I changed the backgrounds of 
the characters. I chose countries that were more representative of the group of people who 
were interested in participating in the project, and eventually settled on Sudan, Iran, Chile 
and Somalia. I grouped each of the character’s stories together so that they would be easy to 
review later, particularly for the participants who would give feedback on them, in case they 
would prefer to only review part of the manuscript.  
 
Participant sourcing for interviews 
As the program in which I did my fieldwork ended, I began to recruit participants for the 
interviews for the second draft of All the Time Lost, targeting other places that provided 
language instruction. I put up posters and enquired about possible interviewees through 
contacts in the Chilean community. As I was requesting permission to put up recruitment 
posters at an English language school, the director invited me to come to the classrooms to 
discuss my project and invite attendees to be participants. Most of my interview participants 
came from this group.  
 
Interview participants ranged from those who had recently resettled in Australia (i.e., those 
seeking asylum who had been in the country only a few months) to those who had migrated 
to Australia and been here for a significant amount of time; in the case of some participants, 
this was decades. However, no gender or countries of origin were favoured during 
recruitment of participants. Advertisements called for any participants who had moved to 
Australia from another country. Participants were made up of seven females and six males. 
Countries of origin were Yemen, Afghanistan, Sudan, Iran, Chile, Lebanon, Turkey, East Timor 
and Iraq. All were Melbourne residents and had some experience with public transport in 
Melbourne.  
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Because the participants required a good level of English in order to be interviewed in 
English and understand the Participant Consent and Information Form (PCIF), they were 
primarily sourced from institutions that provide education to migrants. Institutions from which 
participants were sourced include the organisation that provides courses for asylum seekers 
where I conducted my fieldwork and a tertiary preparation program with a high number of 
refugee students. In each institution, I explained the project in detail, took questions and 
provided flyers. Therefore, a majority of the participants were completing English certificate 
courses offered to refugees and migrants. Those with asylum-seeker status could not study 
formally but were attending free university-style classes provided for them by volunteers. All 
had a high level of English and education and were able to read the PCIF. I also sourced 
participants from the Chilean community by asking community members who might be 
interested. Participants contacted me by email or text message to set up an interview.  
 
The participants seemed to express interest in participating for different reasons. Some had 
felt that they had a story to tell and that it was important that people hear it. These stories at 
times were related to abuse on public transport, which I had discussed when I was answering 
questions about the project in a language school, and some were about the ways asylum 
seekers are treated – for example, not being allowed to work or study which they were 
waiting for their visa. To interview these participants, I modelled my interview process on 
methods used within ethnography. This took the following form: While ethnographic 
interviews may generally include interviews conducted during work in the field (Platt 2012; 
Spradley 1979), this interview process was undertaken in a formal setting and participants 
were provided with information on what the project was about, its aim and how the interviews 
would be conducted. The role the interviewer plays at the time is important to ensure the 
participant does not relay information that they consider confidential. This is important 
because, as I mentioned, some people from refugee backgrounds are reluctant to publicly 
criticise Australian society if their residency status is tenuous for fear that this may affect their 
application outcome. The interviews that characterise D2 came from a formal setting.  
 
As mentioned previously, a potential problem with this form of interview and focus group is 
that participants may, unexpectedly, bring up something that they are not comfortable 
discussing in detail or something that may cause them to remember a traumatic event. The 
act of undergoing an interview can also cause unexpected stress. Furthermore, any time 
interviewees are expected to perform an interview in a language other than their primary 
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language, this can cause undue stress and anxiety. To minimise the possibility of unexpected 
stressors, participants were told at the start of the interview that they did not have to talk 
about anything that caused them discomfort. They were reminded of this throughout the 
interview. Participants were also provided with a list of contact information of providers of 
free counselling services. Participants chose the location, which has been shown to put 
interviewees at greater ease (Schutze 2008, cited in Svasek & Domecka 2012, p.108). 
Examples of safe locations participants chose are conference rooms at RMIT and cafes near to 
the participants’ home or school. I also utilised techniques acquired while completing my MA 
in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) and through my experience in 
the field to minimise interviewee stress and anxiety. My MA TESOL degree involved intensive 
study into cultural sensitivity within global contexts. I also drew on my several years’ 
experience working with refugees and asylum seekers, both as a volunteer and professionally.  
 
The reason I favoured formal interviews was because there were a series of procedures that 
required explicit consent to use the information provided by the participant. Several aspects 
ensured participants understood that this information would be used in the project. First, the 
participants had to sign participant information forms to ensure they understood the project. 
Second, they were invited to review the questions before beginning, to ensure they would 
not have to talk about anything they did not want to. Third, an audio-recorder was present as 
they consented to recording, which was a physical reminder that the information was going to 
be used for research.  
 
The interview method I chose was the biographical method using semi-structured interviews, 
as the interview questions were based on D1. According to Miller (2003), the biographical 
method is ‘the collection and analysis of an intensive account of a whole life or portion of a 
life, usually by an in-depth, unstructured interview.’ This includes informal chats and semi-
structured interviews. Gubrium and Holstein (2012) point out that ‘A more reflexive 
appreciation of knowledge production in general, not just interview knowledge, has 
prompted a reassessment of the procedures of empirical inquiry, including the interview.’ The 
challenge with this method, however, is that the semi-structured approach still involves 
framing by the interviewer since they provide the questions and direct the course of the 
conversation. While the biographical method is still favourable, less interference by the 
researcher tends to be viewed as ‘more authentic.’  
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However, the concept of authenticity is also problematic. Gubrium and Holstein (2009, cited 
in Gubrium & Holstein 2012) argue that ‘authenticity itself is a methodically constructed 
product of communicative practice.’ To them, authenticity relies on many factors, including 
gestures and emotional expression. These are not present in data itself and, therefore, the 
form of interviewing is not the only concern. This brings the discussion to the ways in which 
the data is conveyed. Spradley (1979) argues that ethnographic data is the least authentic 
(see Appendix 2b); the most authenticity can be found in the ethnographic novel, due to its 
ability to convey subtle signs, gestures and situations free from epistemological constraints. I 
take this to mean that the story itself allows for levels of subtlety to be conveyed that may be 
lost in traditional academic writing, as this may require information to be made more explicit.  
 
Although it is gaining in popularity, I chose not to use the ‘life story’ method, which involves 
as little intervention from the researcher as possible, opting for the ‘semi-structured interview’ 
instead. The life story method puts ‘a very high value on the subject's own version of events 
while, on the other hand, permitting the interviewer a considerable editorial role. Note that 
this, interestingly, shifts the stage intended as active researcher intervention from data 
elicitation, as with a questionnaire or interview guide, to data presentation’ (Platt 2012). While 
the semi-structured interview is similarly biographical, it asks for specific information. This is 
because the questions were developed based on what happened in D1 of All the Time Lost.  
 
Questions included: 
What country did you migrate from? 
How long have you been in Australia? 
What did you think about Australia when you first arrived? How was it different from 
your country? 
What do you think now, are you more comfortable in Australia? 
What was your first house in Australia like? 
What was your first experience with Australians when/before you arrived? Did they 
understand you/you understand them? 
What were your first experiences with the public transport system like? 
What was public transport like in your home country?  
 
The questions were open-ended and focused on the everyday in Australia, but also made 
general references to the everyday in the participant’s home country.  
 
According to Parker (1997, p.169, cited in Platt 2012), Terkel sees his own ethnographic work 
as that of a sculptor. ‘The most important part of the work,’ he says, ‘is the editing of the 
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transcripts … the cutting and shaping of it into a readable result. The way I look at it is I 
suppose something like the way a sculptor looks at a block of stone: inside it there's a shape 
which he'll find.’ However, the idea of sculpting is also problematic in that All the Time Lost 
had already been written and the interviews were being integrated into it. In this way, the text 
was becoming ‘multi-voiced,’ what Bakhtin refers to as heteroglossia, as this text, in a sense, 
had already been shaped. This introduction of interview data to the novel reshaped it and, in 
doing so, re-created it. This has more to do with the way translation works, to convey one set 
of information into another form. I will explore more about how translation reshaped D1, in 
relation to multivocality, in Chapter 4.  
 
Conducting feedback sessions 
I scheduled two feedback sessions for participants by sending out text messages and emails 
which informed them of when and where the sessions would be. All 15 interview participants 
were invited. I also advised them that they could meet with me privately or have me mail 
them the draft if they liked. I only expected two participants, as I had only received two 
responses: one from a woman from Sudan who could not make it to the sessions but wanted 
to meet privately for coffee, and one from a Sudanese man who congratulated me on 
finishing the novel and said he hoped he could make it.  
 
However, in the first session I did have one participant from Iran. I provided him with the 
printed manuscript and the bullet-pointed treatment by chapter (see Appendix 4). We had a 
conversation about what the novel was about and he asked me several questions about the 
book. Predominantly, he wanted to know about the character from Iran and where I had used 
his interviews. I asked him if there was anything he thought I should change and he gave me 
some recommendations, which are included in Chapter 4 in the ‘Feedback phase’ section. I 
took handwritten notes, which I documented in my field journal. The second session took 
place on the following day. This time a participant from Sudan came, as well as the same 
Iranian participant from the session the day before. He said he was curious about this session. 
Again, I followed the same procedure as I had the day before. A third session took place over 
coffee, when another participant from Sudan met me to chat about the manuscript. I followed 
the same procedure again. All feedback participants expressed interest in writing their own 
story one day, and were curious about the writing process. This is perhaps why they decided 
were willing to dedicate time to coming to the session. This will be discussed in more detail in 
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Chapter 4 under the section ‘Feedback Phase.’ 
 
I asked the participants to provide feedback or recommend changes within six months. When 
I did talk to participants in that time, they seemed keen to read the manuscript but hadn’t 
actually read it. By the end of the six months, I didn’t receive any changes, so the changes to 
the third draft of All the Time Lost were primarily based on those three feedback sessions.  
 
Conclusions 
In this chapter, I have discussed how ethnography can be used to write fiction and how 
ethnographic and translation theory provides a helpful framework to analyse the method of 
writing the Other. I have taken an ethnographic approach to data gathering, with an 
emphasis on the ethical guideline of ‘do no harm.’ Translation theory also allowed me to 
examine how knowledge is framed by the researcher and how this may be interpreted by the 
audience. This enabled me to better examine the unequal power relationship between writer 
and subject, and to take this into consideration when making decisions about what data to 
include in the manuscript. This was most notably applied to traumatic stories told to me by 
participants and the decision about whether to include those stories in the manuscript.  
 
In the next chapter I give an overview of how the three phases were conducted to create an 
ethnographically informed novel. Translation theory is again used in order to tie together the 
ethnographic research methods within the creative-writing drafting process. I discuss the 
differences between the drafts based on the methods used, which provide some insight into 
the effectiveness of writing the Other. In this way, I outline how this creative practice 
methodology can be used to interrogate writing the Other within the field of creative writing.  
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4. Phases of Writ ing: Fieldwork, Interview and Feedback  
 
Does increasing engagement with the people represented shift the form of the refugee 
narrative? 
 
This chapter interrogates the question: Does increasing engagement with the people 
represented shift the form of the refugee narrative? This chapter is divided into three parts. 
The first part, ‘Fieldwork phase,’ will examine D1 of the manuscript, which constitutes the 
draft written with the least amount of engagement with the people represented. The second 
part, ‘Interview phase,’ signifies increasing engagement with the manuscript, as participants 
were providing interview responses to the questions derived from the manuscript. The last 
part, ‘Feedback phase,’ represents the most engagement, as it is built upon D1 and D2 and 
includes feedback as a form of collaboration.  
 
I begin by describing my anxiety about ‘getting it wrong’ as I finished writing the first draft of 
the novel during the feedback phase. Particularly, I feared that what I was writing was cultural 
appropriation and might be offensive in its inaccurate representation. I detail how I used 
translation to document the transfer of semiotic information from experiences in the field into 
the draft. For the interview phase, I discuss how the content was changed and the difficulties 
over how voice is represented. I note that the writer’s voice is stronger and occupies a more 
privileged position in decisions about how the voice is represented. I conclude that an ethics 
of translation and the creation of ‘counterstories,’ stories which resist colonialist 
representation, are important to consider when making decisions about incorporating 
interview data from subaltern groups. Fir the final phase, the feedback phase, I discuss how 
my fears of ‘getting it wrong’ were lessened by gaining feedback from participants. However, 
the role of participants was to give advice, so the responsibility of any misrepresentation 
ultimately falls to the writer. In the end, the manuscript was received well. I attribute this to 
‘listening,’ which I argue includes enabling participants to review the finished work as well as 
incorporating the feedback suggested despite reservations the writer may have.  
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Fieldwork phase 
As I began my fieldwork in February 2014, in an organisation that provides university-style 
courses to asylum seekers in the city, I was interested in how the documentation of this 
experience would inform the writing of my characters from refugee backgrounds. I thought I 
would be able to empathise with characters of these backgrounds more easily if I had 
increasing contact with them. As noted in the introduction to this dissertation, empathy has 
been used as a method to write characters that are considered ‘Other’ to the writer. My 
intention was to document accounts from my fieldwork in order to inform the writing of my 
first draft. I would then consider how ethnographic field journal accounts could be ‘translated’ 
into fictional writing. 
 
I began by exploring how ethnographers view field notes and if that differs from writers’ 
perception of writing Others. In ‘Partial truths,’ James Clifford (1986, pp.1–2) muses that 
‘Participant-observation, the classic formula for ethnographic fieldwork, leaves little room for 
texts,’ but he admits that, ‘writing has emerged as central to what anthropologists do both in 
the field and thereafter,’ meaning that, while the emphasis of fieldwork is on the experience, 
it is typically conveyed through writing. To Clifford, the boundary between art and science is 
blurred: science advocates objectivity and reporting of observed facts in writing, while art is 
associated with subjectivity, metaphor and allegory – the discourse in literature and fiction 
that plays on meaning. The fieldwork itself represented observed ‘truth,’ while its translation 
into writing would render it allegorical and subjective. 
 
Allegory is defined as the ‘expression by means of symbolic fictional figures and actions of 
truths or generalizations about human existence’ (Merriam-Webster 2017). It is the 
representation of a truth. My research sees translation as a way to move between these two 
spaces: the scientific observation of facts and the subjective allegorical writing.  
 
This can be seen to be an effect of the translation between the experience and the writing. 
According to Susan Gal (2015, p.225), translation points to a family of semiotic processes in 
which different social worlds emerge through ‘forms of communication in which practices, 
objects, genres, and texts are citable, recontextualizable.’ To Gal (2015, p.227), translation is 
‘one semiotic system translated into another. It is a metasemiotic activity.’ In this way, signs 
and symbols in the real world are translated into the written form; the very act of translation is 
marked by recontextualisation, by displacement and replacement. 
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A key difference between ethnography and translation is that ethnographic studies seek to 
translate culture and work with notes, while translation studies primarily work with a written 
text (Valero-Garcés 1995, p.556). However, both must operate with ‘a certain degree of 
subjectivity’ (Valero-Garcés 1995, p.556). To the anthropologist Crapanzano (1986, p. 51), the 
ethnographer is a translator but must first produce the text before it can be translated. He 
points to the metaphorical and methodological significance of Geertz’s (1973) description of 
a Balinese cockfight, at once a figure of disorder and how that disorder is overcome. To 
Crapanzano, Geertz is cast as the awkward hero, ‘betwixt and between worlds’ (p.69). For 
Crapanzano, however, seeing the cockfight as ‘image,’ ‘fiction’ and ‘metaphor’ does not get 
rid of the problem, as cockfights are likely just cockfights to the Balinese (p.73). When 
describing ethnography, Spradley (1979, p.5) notes that a core concern is to understand the 
systems of meaning that constitute culture; he says, ‘Some of these meanings are directly 
expressed in language; many are taken for granted and communicated only indirectly 
through word and action.’  
 
In order to demonstrate the translational relationship between the field experiences and field 
notes, I examined an entry in my field journal of one event I recalled with much trepidation. It 
described a young girl who had brought the group an origami boat. I remembered it causing 
the group much distress. As I wrote the first draft, I returned to my field journal to see if my 
memory of the event was accurate: 
 
[Reflective journal excerpt, 11.02.15] 
The volunteers paired off with a student, and the student chose an article that we would read together. I 
was partnered with a man from Iran ... 
At the end of the session an Asian woman came over with an origami boat that her young 
daughter had made. She didn't speak much English, but she said, ‘for you,’ to a volunteer. Her daughter 
shyly hid behind the small children’s table. It seemed, for some reason, her daughter wanted this 
volunteer to have it. He was a white-haired, kind looking Australian man. He thanked the woman, and 
she and her daughter went out.  
‘It’s beautiful,’ I said to the volunteer.  
‘You can have it,’ he told me and handed me the little boat made of brown scrap paper with 
crayon scribbles. It had three different sized cranes inside, lined up in order of height. I took it happily. 
Everyone approached me to get a closer look. Then, some people recoiled when they realised what it 
was.  
‘I hate boats,’ the man I was working with said, with a half-smile.  
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‘You hate boats?’ I asked. The class was still standing around us and they agreed, ‘Yes!’  
I smiled. ‘I’ll just put this away over here then,’ I said, moving it behind me. They began to laugh.  
‘Thank you, thank you,’ I heard many of them say.  
 
I remembered vividly the man saying, ‘I hate boats.’ To me, it seemed he said this because he 
had been through a traumatic boat journey. However, I could not tell definitively whether or 
not the hatred of boats was just a matter of personal preference or whether he had been 
through that journey. This is an assumption I made based on the fact that he was in an 
organisation that provides support for people seeking asylum, many of whom arrive to 
Australian waters by boat.4 What I had written would certainly tend to suggest the reason was 
the journey, but that meaning was made somewhere between the writer’s framing and the 
reader’s expectations, what Geertz (1973, p.9) calls ‘winks upon winks upon winks.’ This 
‘wink,’ or the expression of the hatred of boats, becomes a semiotic sign that exists both 
within social practice and within the fabric of my field notes, then within this exegetical work, 
each occupying a different context contributing to its meaning and nuances, thus affecting 
the way the text is interpreted.  
 
But still, I asked myself why I had had recalled the attendees as unhappy when the boat was 
brought out. In actuality, I had noted in my journal that they had been laughing and joking 
through the session. Did I really understand how people seeking asylum felt when they said 
they hated boats? 
 
Empathising 
Empathy is defined as the ability to understand and share the feelings of another. Embedded 
within the Shriver controversy of cultural appropriation, writers have discussed empathy as 
central to writing characters of other backgrounds (see Bunch 2016; Gee 2016; Kent 2014; 
Mintcheva 2016). This remains relatively unexplored in detail as a writing methodology, 
although many issues with empathy have been flagged in relation to the field anthropology. 
What a researcher perceives as empathy may also be confused with transference. 
Transference (Transference 2009 can be described as an ‘unconscious redirection of feelings 
from one person to another.’ According to Robben (2007), this can cause feelings to arise 
                                                                  
4 To ask about this would have been to ask about a potentially traumatic experience, and therefore unethical in that it 
could lead to retraumatisation.  
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when highly emotional issues are brought up, thus influencing our interpretation of the 
conversation.  
 
This becomes particularly difficult when the people researched are in a politically sensitive or 
vulnerable position. In his forward to Engaged Observer: Anthropology, advocacy and 
activism (2006), Phillipe Bourgois states that ‘Anthropologists cannot escape physically, 
ethically, and emotionally the suffering or the brutality of their research subjects and the 
historical epoch in which they live’ (p.xii). In her introduction to the volume, Sanford (2006, 
p.3) discusses how ethical issues relating to politics and advocacy continue to be debated in 
the academy. According to Warden (2013, p.151) 
 
Despite the important works by Lee-Treweek and Linkogle (2000), Lee (1995), Hume 
(2007), Punch (2012), and Nordstrom and Robben (1995) the available literature often 
remains non-explicit about researchers’ emotions in ethnography and there is very 
little awareness about the prevalence of secondary trauma or PTSD among 
researchers.  
 
On the other hand, professions working with refugees and asylum seekers ideally have 
established protocols for dealing with trauma. Teachers such as myself are expected to 
undergo training before working with migrants, one section of which deals with issues of 
‘vicarious trauma,’ defined as ‘a common phenomenon in the helping professions that comes 
about because the empathy that workers need in order to engage effectively with their clients 
leads them to internalise their clients’ trauma and in so doing, become traumatised 
themselves’ (Piper 2011, p.113). They provide a diagram (see Appendix 2a) for volunteers 
which advises on the optimal amount of empathy. This has a direct correlation to maintaining 
clearly defined boundaries with refugees, as it does with anthropology. According to the 
diagram, it is over-empathy which runs the risk secondary trauma. Over-empathy describes 
my feeling towards the allegorical boat. I was seeing the boat as I was feeling, as a surge of 
negative emotion. Had I written about this instance before re-reading my journal description 
of the event, I would have written characters distraught at the sight of a boat.  
 
According to Robben (2007, p.160), this calls for a heightened psychological reflexivity about 
data gathering and even preparatory therapy before entering the field. Although I had this 
training before entering the field, instances where people became visibly agitated during my 
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fieldwork, such as the one described in the opening of this chapter, did leave me feeling a 
sense of anxiety and unease. Although I was the one feeling anxious, I may have felt that the 
person to whom I was speaking was also feeling anxious. This is an effect of transference. 
However, upon reflecting on the situation, the group was quite happy and laughing 
throughout the session, even after the paper boat emerged. This showed that reflecting upon 
my time in the field and my writing were integral to the avoidance of over-empathy, through 
the ability to recognise transference. By maintaining an awareness of this phenomenon, I was 
able maintain a balance between the empathetic writer and the reflexive researcher. 
However, that is not to imply that it was always maintained at the same level. It was a 
constant process of reflexivity, in danger of tilting towards over-empathy at any moment.  
 
This caused me to reflect on how writers use empathy in writing. Pratt (1986) points to the 
parallels between travel writing and ethnography, in which she discusses the controversy 
around Florinda Donner’s Shabono, a subjective, personal account of a postgraduate 
anthropologist among the Yanomamo people, that was released to high praise. Later, Donner 
was accused of plagiarism. Donner’s accusers cited similar passages from an existing narrative 
account of a girl’s first-hand experiences as a captive of the Yanomamo people. On the other 
hand, Picchi (cited in Pratt 1986, p.30) supposes that it was the result of memory and 
research, as Donner destroyed her notebooks early on in her fieldwork. For Pratt (1986), this 
controversy raises some of the ‘confusion and ambiguity’ that personal narrative enacts in the 
‘discursive space’ of anthropology.  
 
‘Personal narrative’ here refers to the subjective memory of the observed event. Personal 
narratives are largely derived from experiences. This is most prevalent in my storyline for 
Lucy, the character from Chile. This is the character closest to the Self in that, like me, the 
character has a Chilean background. This character was also, paradoxically, the most difficult 
to write. I began to doubt my story and authority in writing a Chilean character. Journalling 
about my personal experiences during and before the writing of D1 helped with this. I began 
writing in the journal for everyday events as well, when something began to impact on me 
(see Appendix 7). A friend of mine, who is not Chilean, received a terminal diagnosis of breast 
cancer during this time and, because this affected my mood and teaching, some of these 
instances are described in my journal. As a result, her ‘unofficial wake’ was the inspiration for 
the wake that appeared in D1. In the original the character was not Chilean, but in D2 the 
story was merged with Tia Valentia’s storyline. The character of Mrs Brennan became Tia 
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Valentina. I found it easier to put myself ‘in the shoes’ of Tia Valentina, having had similar 
experiences with my family.  
 
I found that the personal could not be separated from the fieldwork accounts. Even when I 
was in an/Other’s shoes, I was still myself. This meant that I retained not only the privilege 
and power of my position, but my own viewpoints as well. I realised that, while empathy is a 
powerful and necessary tool for writing, its limits also need to be acknowledged.  
 
Fictionalising fieldwork 
It was important to acknowledge then, that the Self was the standpoint from which I wrote the 
characters. Clifford sees fieldwork accounts as fictions and ‘the ethnographer, a character in a 
fiction, is at centre stage’ (1986, p.14). Where fiction has consciously been used to convey 
data, the fictional speaking subject can be seen to have more agency than the subject who is 
written about: 
 
Some reflexive accounts have worked to specify the discourse of informants, as well 
as that of the ethnographer, by staging dialogues or narrating interpersonal 
confrontations (Lacoste-Drujardin 1977, Crapanzano 1980, Dwyer 1982, Shostak 
1981, Mernissi 1984). These fictions of dialogue have the effect of transforming the 
‘cultural’ text (a ritual, an institution, a life history, or any unit of typical behaviour to 
be described or interpreted) into a speaking subject, who sees as well as is seen, who 
evades, argues, probes back. In this view of ethnography the proper referent of any 
account is not a represented ‘world’; now it is specific instances of discourse.  
 
As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, while using fieldwork accounts as a source for D1 of All 
the Time Lost, my fieldwork became ‘fictionalised.’ Fictionalising a fieldwork account 
embraced the subjectivity of the anecdote, creating an allegorical text. The fictionalisation 
became a combination of personal experience, imaginary and empathetic writing. To show 
how accounts were fictionalised, it may be useful to observe how this was done in my work 
through different stages. Below is a field note excerpt from my journal. A man I had met 
previously, from the Middle East, approached me.  
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[Reflective journal excerpt, 25.02.15] 
He said his English had gotten worse. I told him that it sounded better to me. ‘It’s worse,’ he said 
definitively. ‘There are people, they haven’t seen what I’ve seen, they may lie. A lot of people lie.’ I 
opened my mouth to object but thought better of it, I was just listening, he needed to get it off of 
his chest. ‘I’m not lying, what I’ve seen … terrible things, things no one should have to see. No one. 
And this government, it’s the same as the old government. Maybe it isn’t for you but it is for me. It’s 
a different form of torture.’ 
  
 
This was then combined with the ‘they do not believe my story’ journal entry mentioned 
earlier in this dissertation and the fieldwork account that was written after the group attended 
a free public lecture at the University of Melbourne. I combined these events to create this 
part of the story, which takes place at Melbourne University, narrated by Amar: 
 
[D1 excerpt] 
[The Australian Man] asks me about my visa. He tells me that most people lie on their visa, to 
come to this country. He asks me if I understand. I hear myself saying, ‘There are people, they 
haven’t seen what I’ve seen, they may lie. A lot of people lie. I’m not lying, what I’ve seen … terrible 
things, things no one should have to see. No one. And this government, it’s the same as the old 
government. Maybe it isn’t for you but it is for me. It is a different form of torture. They do not 
believe my story.’  
  Jean Paul5 has put his hand on my shoulder. ‘My friend, how are you?’ he asks me. I am so tired. 
My head, it is hurting. 
  
As the drafts progressed, this scene became increasingly fictionalised. By D2 (after the 
interviews) much of the original text had been changed: 
 
[D2 excerpt] 
I turn to see Chris standing next to me again. ‘I’m sorry, I just overheard. You’re from Iran,’ he 
says, ‘I happen to know Iran is a Muslim country. Are you Christian? You would have to be to get 
the visa, wouldn’t you?’ 
‘I’m Muslim, yes,’ I say. 
‘So you lied on your visa to come to Australia?’ he says, jokingly. ‘You must have said you were 
Christian.’ 
‘I don’t lie,’ I say. How do I tell him, I would not lie about what I’ve seen. People may lie. A lot of 
people lie. I’m not lying. I’ve seen terrible things, things no one should have to see. No one. And 
they do not believe my story. So many people have asked me if it is a lie. They ask me if I made my 
story up to come here. They asked me if I can give them more detail. What were the walls like? Who 
                                                                  
5 This character’s name was changed to Basel in later drafts. 
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was with you? Where are your cousins? Did they threaten you? Why did you come here? Why are 
you here? 
  ‘Then why did you come?’ he asks.  
  
The process of fictionalisation continued into D2. In D2, as opposed to external dialogue, the 
information from the fieldwork account became internal dialogue. I did this because I thought 
perhaps it would work better as an internal conversation. I had to shift the context around, so 
Chris made a joke that was misunderstood by Amar. As I was unsure of what the man had 
said to the attendee in the field notes, I imagined a new scenario. This was influenced by my 
experiences in the field. As could be deduced from the field notes, being thought of as 
‘making things up’ would be upsetting. I thought it would fit the context and maintain the 
meaningfulness of the notes. In effect, it became an anecdote for what I had observed in my 
fieldwork.  
 
Speaking for Others  
For nonfiction, Williams argues, the writing is subjective and about the ‘I’. This places me, as 
the author, firmly within the centre of the text as the interpreter of events. As I am not the 
narrator of the stories, it becomes necessary then to be explicit about how the text was 
written, to lessen ambiguity between the discursive space that may cause confusion.  
 
As I began to write from the first person, I found it allowed me to create more sympathetic 
characters. This recalls the ways in which testimonials function as a form of advocacy, to 
create characters the audience can identify with. But this also poses the problem of speaking 
for Others. Alcoff (1991) distinguishes between speaking for – here I will interpret that as 
using the first person ‘I’ – and speaking about – which I apply to the third person ‘he’ or ‘she.’ 
To Alcoff (1991): 
 
if the practice of speaking for others is problematic, so too must be the practice of 
speaking about others. This is partly the case because of what has been called the 
‘crisis of representation.’ For in both the practices of speaking for and the practice of 
speaking about others, I am engaging in the act of representing the other’s needs, 
goals, situation, and in fact, who they are, based on my own situated interpretation. 
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This, in turn, sparks conversations around cultural appropriation and how representation 
affects identity. According to postcolonial theory, this disproportionate telling of the narrative 
runs the risk of having a negative effect on the identity of not just the characters, but the 
readers who identify as having a similar background to the characters. As Alcoff (1991) points 
out, Foucault’s (1972, p.225) ‘rituals of speaking’ discuss how who the speakers are and their 
position within society affect how the text is received. For example, Nigerian writer 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s (2009) famous TED talk, ‘The danger of a single story,’ 
illustrates how people who are underrepresented in literature, or are represented in only a 
certain way, tend to be seen in only that way by a society that has had little contact with 
them.  
 
The question became, was what I was doing voice appropriation and ethically questionable, 
considering that wrongful appropriation causes unjustifiable harm?6 At the start of this 
project, I was not comfortable characterising what I was doing as ‘cultural appropriation.’ The 
term is viewed in a negative light, seen as taking advantage of a group of people who have 
less power than the writer. I thought that, because I was speaking to the people whom I was 
representing, it shouldn’t be considered appropriation. When writing the compilation The 
Ethics of Cultural Appropriation, Asch (2009, p.4) acknowledges that not all team members 
were comfortable characterising their project as cultural appropriation, pointing in particular 
to members working with human genetic material. For the most part, the researchers did not 
limit the term to only cultural artefacts and intellectual property. For me, this was not an easy 
realisation to come to. The negative instances of cultural appropriation have led to much 
controversy – what is described in this dissertation was ‘misappropriation.’  
 
Recently, there was a storm of negative criticism over Canadian writer Hal Niedzviecki’s call 
for a ‘cultural appropriation prize’ to encourage ‘anyone, anywhere to imagine other peoples, 
other cultures, other identities’ (Kassam 2017). One criticism perceptively pointed out that 
Niedzviecki ignored the fact that a prize would further disadvantage WoC in the publishing 
industry (Elliott cited in Kassam 2017). More offence was caused by failing to acknowledge 
the issues surrounding cultural appropriation, with a history of misrepresentation and the 
potential to do great harm to a group of people’s sense of identity. Sometimes referred to as 
‘insensitivity,’ this makes writers weary of cultural appropriation. Writers are rightly warned to 
be more ‘sensitive’ in their writing. Sensitivity to me means both consideration of these 
                                                                  
6 See Asch 2009, p.4. 
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underlying issues and the intention not to cause harm. However, intentions are not enough to 
protect those represented from offence or harm. Engaging the community represented is one 
way in which the chance of cultural misappropriation may be lessened in that it may bring 
these offences to light.  
 
Therefore, the first draft was one of voice appropriation. This was done with the intention of 
advocacy, that writing from the first person would provide more empathetic characters, which 
would provide a counter-narrative to the ‘victimhood’ and ‘success’ story in which refugees 
are typically represented. As can be seen in the literature review, refugee narratives are 
typically written in collaboration with a subject. There is a simulation of the voice of a person 
or character, what Couser refers to as a ‘ventriloquism.’ Even though I was observing and 
speaking to a group, what I was doing was still an appropriation of voice. I had yet to 
determine whether this was a misappropriation. It was my hope that interviews and feedback 
sessions (D1 and D2) would lessen the chance that I would give offence, providing a more 
ethically written Otherness narrative. However, as I discuss in the final chapter, I came to feel 
that this ‘voice appropriation’ made for an inferior narrative.  
 
Conclusions 
When I began writing the manuscript, I saw it as a form of translation – I was observing real 
life and changing those semiotic signs and symbols into allegorical writing. My hypothesis 
was that, if I could observe people from refugee backgrounds, I might be able to represent 
them in my writing more accurately – to capture the ‘truth’ about everyday life in Melbourne. 
My original plan was to write a first draft of the novel that was based on experiences during 
fieldwork. Issues that were observed or told to me by attendees became points of the story 
and the narrative itself was driven from my perspective. I realised that the Self formed the 
central point and the Others became measured and defined in relation to the Self. Therefore, 
the empathy I thought I was using to write the characters was centred more around how I felt, 
rather than an accurate prediction of what the characters may have felt. To offset this, 
fictionalisation and allegorical tellings of fieldwork accounts added authenticity to the writing. 
External conversations in the field (e.g., ‘they do not believe my story’) became internal 
dialogue in D1.  
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However, these required reflection. I was not in the position of the Other, I was in the 
position of the Self. As such, interpretation was always in danger of shifting towards over-
empathy. It was also, in effect, cultural and voice appropriation, although I was yet to 
determine whether it was misappropriation. It then became necessary to ensure that I was not 
causing offence, which would result in unethical writing with the potential to cause harm in 
the form of misrepresentation and contribute to discrimination. As such, the first stage was 
acknowledgement of the fact that I may never truly understand what it is like to ‘hate boats,’ 
but ethical representation of that experience may still be possible through increasing the 
engagement and collaboration with the people represented.  
  
Interviewing phase 
Looking at the chapters of D1, it was clear that I had an idea of the characters, the chapters 
and the form the novel would take. However, the characters were flat and the chapters 
jumped quickly from one scene to another. For the most part, it was an outline of what was to 
come, the skeleton of the manuscript. D1 was only about 75 pages, with seven chapters for 
each character. In truth, I was afraid to write more to the characters. I thought I might ‘get it 
wrong’ – I could see that what I was producing was based on my limited knowledge and 
interaction with people from refugee backgrounds. The more I learned from my fieldwork, the 
more it seemed that I did not know. D2 became about including the people represented in 
the process of writing through interviews. My fear by the end of the manuscript was that D1 
could be considered an inaccurate representation, what is referred to as the ‘theft’ 
characterised by cultural misappropriation. However, I did not have a way of discovering what 
exactly about the draft was inaccurate.  
 
Still, it must be acknowledged that undertaking formal interviews with people from refugee 
backgrounds can be problematic. As outlined earlier in Chapter 3, the potential for 
retraumatisation needs to be taken into consideration given the likelihood that people from 
refugee backgrounds may have undergone trauma. I designed my interview questions around 
the principle to ‘do no harm’ as laid out in the RMIT Research Ethics Approval process and in 
my own personal ethics as a professional English language teacher. This group is also 
considered vulnerable due to their social and political situation, which leaves them with 
limited resources and power. Power differences are reinforced by the fact that three interview 
participants viewed me as a ‘teacher’ although this was in a voluntary capacity and no marks 
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or qualifications were impacted on by this role. For the 11 other participants, who had not 
had me as a teacher, this provided a level of trust, as many who arrive in Australia without 
prior English language training attend English language courses.  
 
While participants understood the reason I was interviewing – to write a novel on experiences 
of the everyday about people from refugee backgrounds – some who were sourced from an 
English language institute also viewed the interview as a valuable opportunity to practise their 
English skills. Others felt that I had to ‘hear their story.’ While I did not wish to bring up 
painful or traumatic memories, some participants did appear to come to the interview wishing 
to impart a particular experience to me. It became important when discussing topics to listen 
to speakers and encourage further conversation, but to also recognise when a topic was 
becoming too difficult to discuss further. As the questions were provided at the time of the 
interview so that participants knew what they were going to be asked, asking participants 
what they wanted to talk about and whether they wanted to continue speaking on certain 
topics allowed them the agency to leave a conversation if they chose. In doing so, I aspired to 
provide as much transparency as possible around expectations during the conversations.  
 
D1 allowed me to reflect deeply upon the ways in which I attained and incorporated 
information for the drafts. In this chapter, there is an emphasis on language and the way in 
which it was translated into D2. I begin with interviewing and then transcribing and finally 
integrating. I believe my fascination with these linguistic elements stems from my experience 
as a language teacher and my desire to unpack language at its most fundamental level. 
However, it also reflects a significant shift in the voices of the characters, which drew heavily 
from the content provided by interviews and my thinking around why I chose to write 
characters in the first person. It puts particular focus on the use of vernacular and forms of 
English, and how these can alter representation of characters. I had to ask myself what a true 
representation of a character consisted of. This was a difficult question, as I was coming from 
a background of privilege in the USA and, as I established in the last chapter, needed to 
consider my ethnocentric viewpoint when determining what representation meant and 
whether a direct translation of the interviews would maintain the ‘truth’ of what I was being 
told. In this section I explore these themes in the context of current theory and criticism 
around voice and translation, particularly with reference to Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of 
heteroglossia. Aside from the shifting context, these concepts can be applied to the way the 
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voices of the characters were created and my own political decisions around correcting 
English. 
 
Interviewing 
My interest in the language I chose in D1 was sparked when I visited a language school for 
the purposes of recruiting participants for interviews. The program manager invited me to 
visit the tertiary preparation program for students from migrant backgrounds after I 
approached her to put up a flyer. At the time, I had conducted four interviews and had begun 
to add information to the manuscript based on these interviews.  
 
The program manager set aside an hour to take me around to five classes doing Certificate IV 
and V English. She thought it would be a good learning experience for students to hear 
about a PhD project. In these classes, there were around 25 students, their ages ranging from 
about 18 to50, from various backgrounds. In the fourth class I visited, one student asked me if 
I wanted to become an author. I replied that was the hope, at least for most people doing a 
PhD in creative writing. She then asked me what the book was called and I explained that the 
title actually came from an interview. I explained that it had been named All the Time Lost 
because when I asked a participant if she was ever lost, she replied, ‘I am all the time lost.’ 
 
The program manager, as an English language expert, then began to explain that ‘all the 
time lost’ was ‘bad English’ but had two definitions, one being ‘I am lost all the time’ and the 
other ‘all my time is wasted or gone.’ I added that, when a language is taken out of one 
context and put into another, it can be considered poetic. But what she had said struck me; I 
hadn’t deeply considered the reception of ‘incorrect’ English by the audience.  
 
This reminded me of a feedback session on my writing in which I heard the character Nina’s 
voice referred to as ‘broken English’. I wasn’t seeing it as ‘bad’ or ‘broken,’ but I realised that 
this may be the way it is viewed. This caused me to rethink the way I portrayed Nina’s English, 
because native speakers might view it negatively, perhaps even as inferior. The question then 
became, do I correct the characters’ English in D2? This would mean that I would not only 
alter characters’ voices, but I would also be adjusting the English of those I interviewed, since 
they were in the process of learning English and spoke with some inconsistency.  
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The interviews themselves focused on the content, specifically, a list of questions that had 
been crafted based on the core story around D1 (see Appendix 10). They were centred 
around topics such as public transport, cultural misunderstandings and learning English. For 
example, because the character Azra is harassed on public transportation, I asked if any of the 
participants had had strange encounters on public transportation. While the questions were 
on the topic of the everyday, conversations turned in surprising ways and sometimes difficult 
topics were broached. For example, one participant fell silent and looked uncomfortable 
when I asked him about his government-issued flat after he had implied that he did not like it. 
This caused me to move onto the next question, as this one was clearly troubling him. While 
it can be difficult to predict troubling questions beforehand, providing a list of questions to 
the participants minimised this risk. As mentioned previously, when one participant hesitantly 
asked me what we were going to talk about prior to our interview, I provided him with a list of 
questions. He looked relieved, as he had thought I was going to ask him about why he came 
to Australia, a topic he did not feel like discussing.  
 
The interviews were very enjoyable and enlightening. I was surprised to hear much of what I 
observed being discussed by participants. However, the questions around public transport, 
so central to D1, really surprised me. It seemed I had written these somewhat optimistically. 
The stories I heard in interviews turned out to be much more frequent and, at times, violent. 
For example, one participant described two instances, one in which her foot was stepped on 
purposely and violently, and another where a drunk person approached her, yelled and then 
insulted her. She revealed that she had become upset that someone had treated her this way 
‘because she was black.’ Of the instance, she described it as like ‘being eaten by a dog and 
people just watching you being eaten by a dog.’ Other female participants of Muslim 
backgrounds described instances where people had tried to physically remove their hijabs. 
One described an instance where an apple was thrown at her head.  
 
In D1 I had written two instances of verbal assault on public transport, for Azra and for Nina. 
These interviews were surprisingly consistent with what had been written. However, what was 
not consistent was the level of violence, as well as the impact it had had on those I 
interviewed. At the time of hearing them, I resolved to write these specific instances into the 
D2 manuscript, using them to elaborate on Azra and Nina’s storylines.  
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However, I still had not had a formal interview with a participant who identified as being from 
Somalia. This was an issue, as Azra’s character was written as originating from Somalia 
although she had lived most of her life in Syria and considered this her home. While I had 
spoken in the field to participants from Somalia, who were aware that I was conducting 
fieldwork and writing a novel, this specific information was not integrated using the same 
method of transcription. I had spoken formally with a participant from the Somali region of 
Ethiopia who had lived in Yemen and a participant from Afghanistan who spent much of her 
life in Syria. Interviews with these participants, as well as others from Lebanon and Iran, were 
used to write Azra. In the following sections, ‘Transcribing’ and ‘Integrating,’ I will discuss how 
this was done. Azra, like some of the participants interviewed, is from a mixed background 
due to a series of displacements. Additionally, I will explore this further in Chapter 5, where I 
discuss the degree of distance from the author and the characters, and the levels of 
authenticity within the characters.  
  
Transcribing  
Before integrating the information from interviews into the manuscript, I needed to transcribe 
the interviews. I resolved to write the transcripts exactly as the speaker had said the response, 
that is to say, using the precise wording. This was an interesting exercise. Quickly I noticed 
that I unconsciously began to change the wording, perhaps in the way that I would say it, 
rather than the way it was actually said by the participant. I had to frequently replay the 
recording to ensure the accurate wording. For example, where a participant said, ‘first day 
when I come because the first day I come is July,’ I might type, ‘The first day I came was in 
July.’ I was listening and then writing from memory, but was unconsciously ‘correcting’ the 
English. As a result, I had to relisten to interviews several times to amend the transcript.  
 
I was, in effect, translating the interviewee’s English into my own English. I was also correcting 
the grammar of the sentences. This was not something that I had intended to do. In order to 
get the rhythm of how different people spoke, I wanted to maintain the English exactly as it 
was spoken. This raised the point that, if this was being done during the transcription process, 
it would not be surprising to find it being done when converting the text into characters’ 
dialogue: the voices of the characters were a mix of mine and those of the interviewees.7 To 
                                                                  
7 Robin de Crespigny makes a similar observation, which she describes in the Prologue to The People Smuggler. 
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investigate, I went back to the journal entries from that day of the interview. What I found was 
very interesting. I had changed the language slightly.  
 
This can be noted when comparing journal notes of the interview with the transcript from the 
interview:  
 
[Reflective journal excerpt, 04.08.15] 
During the interview, when she spoke about something difficult she responded that she was strong 
… [The story about the apple] seemed to have genuinely affected her. This was sad to hear, since 
she had such a positive view of Australians and life in Australia. She loved it and thought everything 
here was wonderful. When I asked why she thought they did it, she said, ‘because they are stupid and 
racist.’ 
 
[Interview transcript excerpt, 04.08.15] 
T: … do you feel safe in Australia … on public transport? 
V: Sometimes not, sometimes not.  
T: Oh really? Why? 
V: Because I’ve got a scarf. So one time when I come to school so someone they got apple [makes a 
throwing motion] So yeah.  
T: They threw an apple at you? [gasp] 
V: Yeah, because I’ve got a scarf. I look round they all laughing. I said oh my god man.  
T: Were they children? 
V: No no no, they old men.  
T: No! 
V: Wallah. [Arabic translation: [I promise] by God] 
T: What? [gasp)] 
V: Yeah. 
T: …Were you scared?  
V: No, I’m not scared because I’m like I am … I’m strong. And I didn't care. I’m just like, okay, 
you’re dumb. 
… 
V: My husband sometimes like be scared for me because when I go to the shopping or somewhere 
like and he said, ‘be careful there are a lot of people they fight with you because you got a scarf.’ 
I said, ‘No no no. Don't worry. I’m strong enough. So don't worry.’  
T: Do they most of the time leave you alone or is it something like, you feel, will happen often? 
V: Because a lot of my friends, they, like, someone attack them, like, not attack but say, ‘why you 
wearing hijab, you have to take it off.’  
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I said, ‘naw, I don't want.’  
He said, ‘you are Australian you don't have to do like that.’  
I said like, you know, ‘Please. You don't have to do like that.’ Bad discussion.  
T: Why do you think they do it? 
V: Because they’re stupid. They’re racist. 
T: [laughs] That’s something I would say. 
V: They’re racist.  
T: You are very strong though. 
V: Inshallah. Thanks be to God.  
T: I’m sorry to hear that happened.  
V: No, that’s all right. I’m used to it. [laughs] 
 
The most notable discrepancy between the writings is that I recalled the participant saying, 
‘because they are stupid and racist.’ However, the participant actually said, ‘Because they’re 
stupid. They’re racist.’ This has implications for how the text is written. In linguistics, Gee 
(2014, p.18) uses the following examples:  
 
(1) The destruction of my home in the fire took only an hour. 
(2) My home was destroyed in the fire. It took only an hour. 
 
To Gee (2014), much the same information is expressed in the examples. However, the 
information that the house was destroyed relates to the information that it took only an hour 
syntactically in (1), while in (2) there are two important pieces of information related by 
discourse (or ‘at the level of discourse’). According to Gee (2014), this decision depends not 
just on what the speaker or writer wants to say, but on who the speaker or writer takes the 
listener or reader to be, and what they want the listener or reader to feel, think and possibly 
do (about the situation and about the speaker/writer). Gee (2014) notes that, while sentences 
may work differently in speech and in writing, syntactic relations and intonation demarcate 
sentences in speech. However, while it is the speaker who may want the interviewer to feel 
something, when this information moves to the novel it becomes the writer who wants the 
reader to feel something. By the selection and appropriation of the text, the movement of 
one form to another, the context gives it new meaning. The choice then of how to portray the 
information becomes important.  
 
 87 
 
The next concern regarded whether or not I should ‘correct’ the English in the draft. I could 
either leave the English as it was said, which was at times difficult to understand, or change it 
to a clearer version. In his book on translation Is That a Fish in Your Ear? David Bellos (2011, 
p.44, italics in original) discusses the ‘paradox of foreign soundingness.’ This refers to the 
high value of translations that sound as though they were written in English, although there is 
a need to keep features of the culture of that translation. Furthermore, Bellos points out that 
the erasure of all foreignness from characters has been considered an ‘ethnocentric violence’8 
and, as such, an ethics of translations should prohibit the erasure of all cultural markers from 
the text. Jean d’Alembert (cited in Bellos 2011, p.45) suggests that the original should speak 
the language with the ‘noble freedom that allows features of one language to be borrowed in 
order to embellish another.’ The risk, Bellos (2011, p.45) adds, is that the ‘slightly unnatural 
diction may be rejected as clumsy, false or even worse.’ However, Bellos (2011, p.51) posits 
that these are only simulations of foreign soundingness, or ‘fictions of the foreign.’ By 
changing the letters/characters (e.g., Chinese characters would need to be changed to the 
English alphabet) or simulating an accent by changing letters, these become fictions of the 
language. But, Bellos (2011, p.51) points out when discussing translations of Kafka into 
English, Kafka does not sound German to Germans but to someone who doesn’t speak 
German, he does.  
 
Likewise, the participants might not see themselves as sounding ‘foreign.’ Robert Bropho 
(cited in Heiss 2002, p.198) notes that the white author hears broken words which are called 
‘broken English.’ The writer of the broken English is therefore ignorant of the language the 
subject speaks and so this English is only heard by the writer. Compounded by the fact that 
participants were sourced from educational institutions in the process of learning English and 
would presumably become ‘better’ at speaking it in the time after the interview, to portray 
the English as in any way incorrect would be unfair. This called for choices to be made and an 
‘ethics of translation’ to be considered when transferring the information in the interviews to 
the novel.  
 
As a result, I decided to correct the English when the characters were thinking or narrating, 
and to adjust the English when they were speaking to a more standard usage so that the 
meaning was clear. I did not correct the English entirely. As lack of English is one of the 
significant barriers characters (and, by extension, migrants) face, it becomes necessary to 
                                                                  
8 See Venuti (2012). 
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portray this in dialogue. However, it was not possible for the text to be transferred from the 
original exactly as it was said in interviews, even if the context would allow it; this still required 
manipulation. Phrases like ‘I said like, you know,’ ‘Please. You don't have to do like that’ and 
‘Bad discussion’ spoken above by the interviewee are not easily made sense of in English. 
These would need to be reinterpreted were I to use them in text. These phrases were 
adjusted so they could be easily understood. Other phrases that were spoken were not 
translated. For example, the phrase Inshallah was left in the text. My thinking was that, if the 
participant felt that it was important to leave the phrase in the original language in 
conversation rather than translate the phrase, I would leave it in.  
 
However, I discovered that I was not very confident about my decision about where to use 
Inshallah. I had to do some research into how it is used and exactly what is meant by the 
phrase. This became more obvious when, in interview, a Chilean informant said, ‘Ese. That's 
it.’ If I were to translate ese, with my knowledge of Chilean Spanish, I would simply write ‘this.’ 
However, the participant added the translation ‘that’s it’ to it, which would be closer to what 
he meant and a clearer translation to a non-Spanish speaker. Therefore, the way in which I 
translated was not necessarily the way in which the participants would translate.  
 
This raised another concern and that was whether I was still honouring the message that the 
interview participant intended to convey. Eco (2003, pp.2–3) says that, in translation proper, 
the translation from one language to another, ‘there is an implicit law, that is, an ethical 
obligation to respect what the author has written.’ Yet he problematises this, citing that 
translators must aim at rendering not the intention of the author but the intention of the text, 
which he describes as ‘the outcome of an interpretative effort on the part of the reader, the 
critic or the translator’ (Eco 2003, p.5). He uses the phrase ‘you’re pulling my leg’ as an 
example. The literal translation may be correct although it would be misleading. The 
translator must then be unfaithful to the text in order to remain faithful to the intention of the 
text.  
 
This idea is reminiscent of postcolonial arguments about translation. Cheyfitz (1991, pp.xi–xii) 
sees translation as imperialistic and defined in relation to the foreign and the domestic, while 
the domestic is synonymous with the literal and the proper, whose job it is to bring the 
figurative foreign under control. To Cheyfitz (1991, p.xiv), the ideology behind this suggests 
that the Other’s redemption lies in the form of the Self. However, the Other also resists this 
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destruction. Heaney protests the colonisation of Ireland by England by retelling the story 
from the perspective of the colonised. This is what Eakin (2004, p.11) refers to as 
‘counterstories’, which ‘resist dehumanising models of self and life story that society would 
impose on disempowered groups.’ In this argument, translation operates as a form of 
decolonisation although, Cheyfitz (1991) argues, this is cyclical. The two are perpetually 
translating each other.  
 
Integrating 
Once the interviews were transcribed, I went through the information and wove it into the first 
draft. I did this by adding information to the characters or events to the story. Here is an 
example of the original: 
 
[D1 excerpt] 
 ‘Look these terrorists,’ I hear a woman say from the opposite direction. I look around to see who is 
talking but all I can see are the waist level shirts.  
‘Who is she talking to?’ Sana asks me.  
‘You don’t understand me do you? In this country we speak English, mate. Speak English,’ the 
voice says.  
Sana takes my arm and people look at her now.  
‘Now they’re running riot. This is what us original Aussies fought for?’ The voice is sharp. 
The smell of alcohol is cutting through the air, and I could feel the spray on the back of my neck. 
‘She must be behind me,’ I think to myself. I don't want to turn around. 
‘You hear me?’ A jab hits my shoulder and I turn to see a wide-eyed girl of about thirty is reaching 
over the seats to grab Sana in the isle. Her hair is in a ponytail and she wears a large sweater. A man is 
behind her jeering. 
  A woman in black at the back of the tram stands up and yells something at the woman but I can’t 
understand it. 
‘Excuse me. What did you say?’ the wide-eyed woman yells. 
‘I said shut your mouth,’ the woman in black yells back. 
‘This is my fuckin country. You tell me to shut up in my country,’ says the wide-eyed woman. 
‘It’s not your country. And no one wants to hear what you have to say. Have a seat, you’re 
embarrassing yourself and everyone on this tram.’ The woman says, matter-of-factly, as if she were 
disciplining a child.  
‘Are your talking about my grandfather? My grandfather fought for this country in the Second 
World War. It’s my country. This is my tram,’ The wide-eyed woman has begun to weep. Tears are 
running down her face.  
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 ‘Give it a rest,’ a man’s voice says from the front of the tram. Other voices follow, telling the 
woman to leave us. The woman walks away and leaves us alone. I feel so thankful to these people on 
the tram that have helped us.  
 
As can be seen from this first draft, while the abuse of the two characters is present, the 
character Azra is grateful for the support from the people on public transport. The character 
also does not have much internal dialogue. However, in the second draft the character Azra is 
a young Muslim woman of Somali background. Interviews and field notes from participants 
from Somalia, Yemen, Lebanon, Afghanistan and Iran are integrated into the draft for this 
character. This is because the experiences that happened to one participant could feasibly 
happen to any of these participants, as the inciting factor was that they wore headscarfs. The 
specific information below is taken from the participant from Lebanon’s interview. In 
nonfiction, Gutkind (1997, p.120) calls this ‘doctoring quotes’: making them more accessible, 
readable, to fit into the narrative. Therefore the language has changed to match the 
character’s voice and the story has changed to better match that of the interviewee, but the 
overall story is still the same: two girls are abused on public transport. 
 
[D2 excerpt] 
 ‘Excuse me. What did you say?’ a man I did not see before says to me. I wonder where he came 
from, he is not so close, so I do not say anything. Now I notice that the girls that were next to us are 
gone.  
He is moving closer to us, pushing past people. I look around but people do not seem to be paying 
attention. ‘I said shut your mouth,’ he says to me.  
‘Give it a rest,’ a man’s voice says from the front of the tram. Another man stands up and asks him 
if he would like to sit in his seat.  
‘Nah, nah,’ he says. I am thinking the next stop, is our stop. Inshallah it is our stop. I look out the 
window and it is close – Swanston Street is the street I need. We do not need to speak. We go quickly. 
I do not realise Sana has taken my hand until we are outside and I can breathe again. I turn to see the 
man getting off the tram as well. He is with a woman who has a pram. We are walking quickly, but I 
can hear him behind us still, he is mumbling something loudly.  
I’m knocked forward. There is a pain in the back of my head, not very bad, but it feels wet. Then, 
a ringing, louder and louder. I check to see if I am standing. Sana cries loudly and holds my hand tight 
to steady me. Her other hand is on my cheek. ‘I am okay,’ I say to her. I squeeze her hand.  
The young boys from the tram have stopped and are watching us. It is like they have seen the 
accident, they look so scared. I bring my hand to my eyes and try to focus. My heart is beating so fast, 
I cannot concentrate. I realise I am looking for blood, but there is none thank god. It is just wet. Then 
there is laughter behind me.  
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I turn to see it is the man with the woman. She is holding a half eaten apple in one hand and a bag 
of apples in the other. On the ground is another apple with a bite in it.  
 ‘You are in Australia. You don't have to wear that thing on your head. You’re free here. Take it 
off,’ the woman yells. She still has so many apples.  
‘Come,’ Sana says and starts to take me away. Her voice is cracking. 
The boys have caught up to us and I jump when I notice one beside me, carrying a skateboard. 
‘You ’right?’ he asks me. ‘We’ll walk with you, where are you goin? We’ll go with you.’ He says over 
and over.  
‘It’s okay.’ I tell him. 
‘It’s not okay,’ he says. ‘She hit you. I saw it. I can tell the police for you.’ 
‘No, no. It is okay. They are just racists. Stupid people,’ I say. Sana is gently brushing the apple off 
of my hijab. I can see her hand shaking. She doesn't look at the boy. 
‘They hit you pretty hard,’ he says.  
‘They hit me yes, but I know I am strong,’ I say, ‘I didn’t fall. They cannot hurt me. Inshallah, I am 
strong.’ 
 
Some of the information from interviews can be seen here: the image of the apple, the 
phrase Inshallah and the dialogue ‘I am strong.’ However, this ‘collision’ refers to a clash of 
sorts. What about when the culture is similar to that of the audience? When interviewing and 
transcribing, I felt I understood the information provided by the Chilean participants more 
than that of participants from other countries. For example, when the interviewee above said, 
‘Inshallah, thank you,’ initially I did not know what she meant. Only upon looking it up did I 
realise it is a phrase meaning ‘if Allah wills it’ (Oxford Dictionaries 2018). Similarly this 
happens with the word Wallah in the interview transcript.  
 
The English is also cleaner and has been changed to match the story that is playing out in this 
scenario: the phrase discussed earlier has been altered from ‘Because they’re stupid. They’re 
racist’ in the interview to ‘They are just racists. Stupid people’ in D2. Likewise, the interviewee 
reported that people told her to take off her scarf. This influenced how the characters spoke 
to her: ‘You are in Australia. You don't have to wear that thing on your head. You’re free here. 
Take it off,’ they say. ‘Free’ is a reference back to Amar’s storyline; the repetition of images in 
different contexts serves to draw attention to the metaphors for everyday life as a refugee. In 
both storylines, the irony of being called ‘free’ becomes apparent without any further 
explanation. The character is not ‘free’ but is being assaulted because of her religion. This 
shows the way in which the fictional characters may express information ascertained from 
interviews, in order to translate the intention of the interview text while avoiding 
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identification. Like Heaney with Beowulf, however, I am aware that my opinion as an activist 
very much comes into the interpretation of this information.  
 
However, interpretation must be based on some observable fact. I had written the text prior 
to interviews and observed through the media and casual conversations in fieldwork that 
verbal abuse on public transport was a significant issue faced by people from refugee and 
migrant backgrounds. In the interview stage, these remained real concerns, as a majority of 
my Muslim female participants had experienced some form of harassment on public 
transportation. If I had not found this to be true, this significant part of the plot of the novel 
would have been left out.  
 
Bialystok tells us that ‘the boundaries we naively draw between languages are permeable, 
and all communication is interpretation’ (cited in Bellos 2011, p. 536). The fact that the 
transcript passages are selected and incorporated into the text, and at times spoken by 
characters themselves, speaks to the contextualisation and recontextualisation characteristic 
of the text. As Niranjana (1992) posits about translation, writing the Other suggests 
movement, disruption and displacement. It is the forced migration from the home country to 
the new context, Australia, that has positioned the characters in All the Time Lost within the 
postcolonial. Amar at the start of Chapter 1 says, ‘When I arrived, I felt like a person just 
born.’ This line is an exact quote from a participant from Sudan. This dislocation and then 
recontextualisation complicates not only the characters, but the voices of the characters, 
particularly when a line from the transcript is given to a character of another ethnic 
background. 
 
The language ascertained from interviews has also been decontextualised and 
recontextualised. In a sense, it has been shaped by D1 and reshaped by interviews into the 
form of D2. Of the novel, Bakhtin (1981, p.7) says: 
 
They become more free and flexible, their language renews itself by incorporating 
extra literary heteroglossia and the ‘novelistic’ layers of literary language, they 
become dialogized, permeated with laughter, irony, humour, elements of self-parody 
and finally – this is the most important thing – the novel inserts into these other 
genres an indeterminacy, a certain semantic open-endedness, a living contact with 
unfinished, still evolving contemporary reality (the open-ended present). 
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The open-ended present as it exists in this text is a space where nonfiction and fiction 
intersect, where language can be woven into text to convey a certain (deeply subjective) 
version of the ‘open-ended present.’ The language is a combination of writer and subject in 
this way it is hetereoglossic. To Bakhtin (1981, p.47), ‘The language of the novel is a system of 
languages that mutually and ideologically interanimate each other. It is impossible to 
describe and analyse it as a single unitary language.’ When the words of the interviewee were 
written on the page, they were changed, translated. This happened again when they were 
placed in the manuscript. Because the spoken and written word are fundamentally different, 
the written words required some shaping. In order to maintain the authenticity of what the 
characters say, an ethics of translation should be considered when making decisions about 
changes to data.  
 
Because the novel is a space where multiple voices intersect and interact, question and talk 
back, it would be impossible to convey a story where only a single voice is present. My 
interpretation had limitations. For example, Azra’s character is ‘thankful’ for the help in D1. 
However, in interviews with participants in which events of assault of public transport were 
discussed, they described being resilient rather than thankful. Thus, the voices and 
personalities of the characters needed to be adjusted to be more aligned with the voices 
from interviews. In this way, D2 marks a conscious effort to trace the voices woven into a text 
using ethnographic interviews. This portrayal of voice would have been inaccurate done 
according the interviews, the very offence I was trying to avoid in D1 – cultural 
misappropriation. I would have portrayed the characters as dependent upon the Australian 
observers to save them, rather than resilient women who overcame racial assault.  
 
By the end of D2, the manuscript length had almost doubled. This was not necessarily 
because I had included the content from the interviews in D2, but because I had more 
confidence in writing the characters. I had more of an understanding of where people from 
refugee backgrounds were coming from and what they were experiencing through the stories 
they had generously shared with me. The fear that I had been misappropriating characters 
was also lessened, as I could see instances where I had made mistakes in representation, the 
two primary instances described in this chapter being language and representation of the 
refugee as helpless ‘victim.’ The interviews helped to shape more interesting and nuanced 
characters, allowing me to write more freely.  
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Conclusions  
I began this section questioning how increasing engagement with the people represented in 
creative writing shifted the narrative. This was not an easy question to answer, as it involved 
an examination of how interviewing and transcription processes may reveal instances of 
cultural misappropriation. Just as data has its own ‘shape,’ these decisions about gathering 
information also shape the text. I viewed this from the perspective of an ethics of translation, 
which includes considerations about how subaltern groups are represented and decisions 
around what information may be confidential for people from refugee backgrounds due to 
their vulnerable visa status. I assert that making it clear what information will be used helps to 
clarify this for participants.  
 
An ethics of translation also sparks consideration into how context also gives new meaning, 
which had to be considered when transferring the information in the interviews to the novel. I 
argue that decisions should be made that honour the ‘intention of the text’ rather than the 
intention of the author or subject, as the text encompasses both. What resulted is a more 
overtly heteroglossic version of the original text based on subjective impressions of a group 
of people from refugee backgrounds and the challenges faced by the everyday. As such, the 
second stage led to the realisation that, despite my best intentions and experience, while 
writing D1 I was still subscribing to the representation of the refugee as victim which is 
prevalent in refugee narratives. It was through speaking to the people represented and 
reflection on this process of translation that I became able to notice instances of 
misappropriation.  
 
Feedback phase 
The focus in this section is on the writing of D3, which was influenced by feedback sessions. 
Three feedback sessions were held, in which three people who had been involved in the D2 
interviews participated (although all 15 interviewees were invited to participate and offered a 
copy of the D2 manuscript). In total two people attended the feedback sessions (two men – 
one from Sudan and another from Iran) and one person met with me privately outside of the 
feedback sessions (a woman from Sudan). Of the nationalities of the main characters, Somalia 
and Chile were not represented in the feedback sessions. Each participant received a draft of 
the D2 manuscript and a bullet-pointed treatment of the manuscript. The goal of these 
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sessions was to enable participants to have control over how I used the stories, answer any 
questions pertaining to the manuscript and gather suggestions for the D3 manuscript. This 
chapter explores the changes and consistencies between the D2 and D3 manuscripts that 
arose out of these sessions. It discusses my expectations of the feedback sessions against 
how the participants viewed the sessions. In doing so, it seeks to participate in the discussion 
of how a novel that writes the Other may change depending on the methods used to 
produce it. It situates itself within the debate of writing the Other, which brings into 
consideration issues of representation and identity in writing. 
 
My thinking in planning these sessions was that, through participants’ feedback, there would 
exist the opportunity to learn about how the subject’s information is processed through the 
lens of the researcher and whether that representation is synonymous with the subject’s own. 
In other words, I thought it would tell me how information is translated between the subject 
and the writer, and whether the results met the expectations of the subject. In doing so, it 
might contribute to the field of creative writing by indicating how necessary reviewing the 
finished work of fiction is to the process of writing the Other. However, in truth there was not 
much interest from the participants to review the work. Of those three who attended, all had 
expressed an interest in writing their own story at some point. They were curious about the 
process of writing and happy to help me with mine using their expertise of their own 
experience.  
 
What I learned in D3 was more about my own expectations of those giving feedback. I 
expected that, like the interviews, the feedback would show me what I had ‘gotten wrong.’ 
However, that was not the role of the participants – their role was to give advice. This caused 
me to rethink the expectations that writers of Others have for those they consult, and 
reinforces the idea that, despite my best efforts to de-centre my writing, as in ethnography 
the final word still falls to the researcher. As such, it is my own responsibility to find what I 
may have ‘gotten wrong.’ My main objective was to determine if the story ‘rang true’ for 
participants. They seemed to identify with specific experiences of the characters, those 
elements that were ascertained from both fieldwork and interviews. This resulted in more 
confidence to write characters, as I had been feeling constrained before by the fear that I 
would cause offence. I was perhaps so consumed by the fear that I would ‘get it wrong’ that I 
ignored what I got correct. 
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Ethnography has historically struggled with the question of how adequately represent Others 
in writing. While methods have tended to focus on objective interpretation of fieldwork and 
interviewing with a critical awareness of colonial bias, literature around participant responses 
to writing and representation has been rare. Although ethnographic studies strive to privilege 
the authority of their informants, the ‘last word’ falls to the researcher. In order to offset this, 
giving those who contribute the opportunity to approve of or provide feedback on the 
finished work is recommended. Critical collaborative ethnography stresses feedback and 
constant interchange with the participants as a necessary part of its methodology. How can 
this ethos and strategy be applied to creative writing?  
 
This may be likened to the debate playing out around sensitivity readers. According to a 
spate of articles published around February 2017 (likely in response to Shriver’s cultural 
appropriation speech), writers of Others and their editors have increasingly used ‘sensitivity 
readers’9 (also called ‘beta readers’10 or ‘cultural experts’11) as a means by which to ensure 
they have not misrepresented a character. A website that provides a database of sensitivity 
readers, ‘Writing in the margins’ (originating in 2012), says that their group aims to point out 
‘internalized bias and negatively charged language’ that can arise when writers create 
‘outside of [their] experiences’ although they warn that this is not a guarantee, as readers may 
see things different ways (Ireland cited in Waldman 2017).  
 
However, drawbacks have been identified as well. According to Clayton (cited in Mason 
2017), a sensitivity reader has the potential to legitimise the mimicking of marginalised voices 
by non-marginalised writers. ‘“It feels like I’m supplying the seeds and the gems and the 
jewels from our culture, and it creates cultural thievery,” Clayton said. “Why am I going to 
give you all of those little things that make my culture so interesting so you can go and use it 
and you don’t understand it?”‘ (Clayton in Mason 2017). Roderick (cited in Waldman 2017) 
also points out that the reading of insensitive material can take a heavy emotional toll on the 
reader. As a result, the assumption that those underrepresented in writing benefit from 
sensitivity readers has been called into question.  
 
While I did not employ sensitivity readers to provide feedback on my text, I did engage in 
feedback sessions with the group of people represented. This is different in that this group 
                                                                  
9 Fallon (2017); Mason (2017); Neary (2017); Sullivan (2017); Waldman (2017). 
10 Sullivan (2017). 
11 Whitman cited in Waldman (2017). 
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was not employed professionally to look for anything that would cause offence, although they 
were asked if anything did not seem accurate. There was also no monetary compensation. 
The goal behind this was to ensure that those who participated had some control over the 
stories that they shared with me, a principle in collaborative ethnography and one echoed by 
the refugee organisation RISE (2017), whose motto is ‘nothing about us without us.’ While it is 
not possible to in a novel to give complete control of representation to participants, it was 
important to my practice to make the changes recommended by participants. Through 
writing the novel manuscript, I learned that the voice operates as a construction of my own 
voice, though content from interviews and feedback are still present. It is important to note 
that mostly it was my own writing as I was the one making the decisions about what in 
published in the book. Still, I wanted to see if the writing ‘rang true’ for those I sought to 
represent. Thus, I needed to document the feedback I received.  
 
Getting feedback 
On my way to the first feedback session, I was worried no one would come or, worse, people 
would come but would not like the novel. When I arrived at the room where the feedback 
session was scheduled to take place, one man from an Iranian background in his mid-thirties 
was waiting for me. He had arrived thirty minutes early. ‘I came to see you, because you 
messaged me,’ he said in a friendly way. I was immediately relieved. I had used some of the 
information from his interviews in the manuscript and I was interested to see what he thought 
of my fictionalisation.  
 
We went inside and had a chat. It seemed like no one else would be attending that day. I 
asked him how he had been. He told me he had stopped going to English classes because he 
couldn't concentrate and wasn’t feeling well. I told him that Amar’s character was actually 
having trouble concentrating as well. He was surprised. He had not told me this in his 
interview. He asked how I knew. I told him that someone else had told me about their 
headaches. This was something that I heard frequently when I was working in the field. He 
said, ‘I thought I was the only one.’ 
 
He suddenly became very interested in the narrative surrounding Amar’s character. I warned 
him that the story included information from our interviews about being in prison. ‘It's a short 
section, about writing,’ I told him. I explained that some of the information had been 
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changed to fictionalise the manuscript. I asked him if that was okay. I was worried that this 
would cause him to recall painful memories of imprisonment. However, he was actually quite 
upbeat. ‘Yeah, it’s fine. Which one is me?’ he asked enthusiastically. I explained again how I 
had written the characters before integrating the interviews and pointed out that there were 
other participants from Iran whom I had interviewed to create Amar’s storyline. I went through 
the bullet-point treatment of the chapters with him and explained the story, pointing to some 
of the parts of the interview I had used. I gave him the bullet-point treatment of the novel, 
which broke down each chapter (see Appendix 4), and the draft of the book.  
 
I can’t reproduce exactly what was said, as I did not record it and instead took handwritten 
notes, but the conversation went something like this: ‘A lot of people don’t know what a 
refugee is and I don’t like it. And here,’ the participant pointed to a point in the treatment 
where Amar is told for the second time that he is very lucky. He said to me, ‘This, you’re very 
lucky. A lot of people say you are lucky because the government gave you a place, you have 
Centrelink, you go to university. I’m not lucky. I had all this in my country but I lost it.’ This 
anecdote about luck had come from fieldwork. I had observed volunteers repeatedly telling 
refugees and asylum seekers how lucky they were.  
 
I asked him if there was anything in the book I should change. He said, ‘I want to read it but 
you write it, you write the book. You’re the writer.’ I asked him if he had any advice. He said, 
‘You need to explain the situation, what a refugee is. You have to keep the name “refugee” 
your whole life.’ He said his name and then added, ‘refugee from Iran, from Australia. This is 
my class number.’ He read out a number. He went on to explain what he meant by this, that 
he has a number that he is referred to rather than by his name. He wanted the story to be 
about people, not refugees. I took this to mean that, when people see him, they do so as a 
refugee and a number, not a person. 
 
The participant said another thing that struck a chord. When I asked him what I should 
include in the Iranian character’s story, he said, ‘There can be no hope that things will change 
in the book.’ A wave of relief swept through me when he said this. I had wondered whether I 
should include a glimmer of hope that the political situation in the novel would improve, even 
though there was no indication that it would in reality and the interviews had in no way 
suggested that refugees felt this way. My decision had been made based on the information 
from interviews during D2. The popular narratives that tend to portray refugees as either 
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victims or success stories (as discussed with relevance to refugee narratives in the literature 
review) had caused me to question whether I should be adhering to popular narratives 
espoused about refugees. However, the participant confirmed my decision, which had been 
made as a result of the information collected in interviews.  
 
Not only that, but nothing was criticised in the feedback sessions – participants were only 
interested in how the story came out, and to discuss the characters. There was agreement 
that these plot points mentioned had happened to them, even though they had not told me 
about these situations in interviews. In fact, all three feedback participants said, ‘I thought I 
was the only one’ or ‘This is true’ at some point when we were discussing the bullet-point 
treatment. As I will discuss in this section, I believe the reason that there were no major 
changes suggested was due to several factors, one of which may have been out of politeness, 
but another reason was that I had been ‘listening’ to what I was told in interviews and 
incorporating this into the manuscript, which resulted in a story that participants could relate 
to.  
 
Collaborating 
I began my drafts of All the Time Lost optimistically. These were written with the idea in mind 
that the participants would review D3 and provide feedback. This seemed ethical in that it 
would take into consideration participants’ perspectives on their identity and how they would 
want to be represented. I also did not want the book to written for only a Western readership, 
but also for the people undergoing the experience, so that they would feel that they were 
‘represented.’ Gaining feedback would not only serve to gain more insight into how the 
cultures represented in the book could be written better, but also could help to determine 
the extent to which I was successful in writing characters from other backgrounds.  
 
‘Collaborative’ research is doing research ‘with’ people rather than ‘on’ or ‘about’ people 
(Bhattacharya 2008, p.305). This form of ethnographic research moves away from the Chicago 
School in order to ‘make way for multiple voiced, indigenous, resistance-based, performative 
research’ (Bhattacharya 2008, p.308). Madison (2005, cited in Bhattacharya 2008, p.305) 
refers to critical ethnography as ‘doing’ or ‘performance of critical theory’; in other words, it is 
‘critical theory in action’ (see Madison 2005). Breunlin and Regis (2009) examine their 
‘ethnographic collaboration’ through a project entitled ‘Seventh ward speaks.’ They worked 
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with the New Orleans community to develop an exhibition of posters which included the 
photos and life stories of community members. As Seventh ward residents, they considered 
themselves members of the community and adopted the motto ‘our stories told by us,’ but 
did notice the differences in power and decision-making that came into play. In the end, 
while participants still had the opportunity to withdraw their exhibitions, those who wrote the 
research still held the power of interpretation. 
 
Like ethnography, translation is collaborative (Eco 2003, p.6). While collaborative 
ethnography advocates that the informants should be involved in the process of writing and 
be given the opportunity to review the finished writing where possible, translation has 
encouraged on discussing the translation of the source text with the author where possible.  
 
Throughout this process, I was worried participants might have a negative reaction to some of 
the content because they would feel it didn’t represent them. I was surprised to find 
participants’ reactions were positive. While the level of collaboration was not to the extent 
that I would have preferred, it was still significant enough to shift the narrative and to provide 
support for the narrative I had written. An example of support is exemplified in the scene 
where Nina is at Centrelink. The information about Centrelink was drawn first from my own 
experiences helping people from refugee backgrounds with Centrelink and then from 
interviews. One participant from Sudan thought it was very funny and very true. This provided 
me with the confidence to develop the scene more. Previously I had been afraid to write, 
feeling that I could not possibly understand the situation in the same way as a person from a 
Sudanese refugee background.  
 
McBeth (1993, p.146), who wrote about a ‘mixed blood Shoshone Indian woman,’ redefines 
the role of the person to whom she spoke in her research in order to better place herself 
within the research. She saw the participant’s role as ‘native consultant’ rather than ‘informant.’ 
She points to this definition since the role of an ‘informant’ is to speak, while here the 
subject’s role also included consultation. She argues that objectivity as a researcher is 
impossible and suggests the alternative of ‘informed intersubjectivity’ through familiarity, 
collaboration, listening and sharing.  
 
Participants who did provide feedback seemed to enjoy their agency in describing and 
determining what happened to the fictional characters. They were seen as ‘experts’ or closer 
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to what McBeth (1993) views as ‘consultants.’ However, the term ‘consultant’ does not take 
into consideration the desire for knowledge both parties also possess by entering into this 
exercise of enquiry. It assumes that the participants aren’t curious about their findings, that 
they already know about the group that they find themselves apart of. However, my 
participants were curious about creative writing. Inclusion into the group of becoming a 
refugee is not desirable, nor is it an organically created social subculture. Not only is the 
situation foreign, but the Australian culture that refugees find themselves in is as well. I noted 
that the feedback participants were just as interested to find out about their own situation as 
was the researcher. All three participants did express an interest in writing their own stories. 
Each one said something along the lines of, ‘One day I’m going to write my life story. I have 
had a very interesting life.’ The stories that followed were not used in the dissertation or the 
novel, because those stories belonged to them. However, the interest in writing their own 
stories suggests they wanted to learn how to do it. This also goes back to the idea of 
intellectual interest in the process of learning. 
 
Listening 
In translation, there are losses and gains (Eco 2003, pp.32–61); some information is lost, while 
other information is gained. When asked what I should include, participants mostly 
mentioned things already included (e.g., the ‘prison’ of no work or study rights; people telling 
them that they are lucky to be in Australia). These examples supported the manuscript. As I 
mentioned in the introduction, I believe this is due to ‘listening’ to the participants. I adopted 
an ethics that, if an interview contradicted what I had written, it needed to be changed.  
 
Originally I had wanted the stories to be positive, rather than negative – that is, to have a 
‘Hollywood ending.’ This is because, although some participants may have complained about 
certain aspects of exclusion from Australian society, such as difficulty with the language and 
restrictions on work rights, I thought they would not want to appear ‘ungrateful,’ as they 
genuinely enjoyed living in Australia. However, some of the interviews contradicted this 
(others did not). Some participants wanted to talk about the difficulties they were having as 
refugees due to racism. But, as I mentioned previously, one participant suggested that there 
should be no hope, suggesting a happy ending would not have been desired. The benefit of 
having four characters was that I could show both sides of this perspective. Azra has a largely 
positive outlook, for example, while Amar is feeling depressed.  
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McBeth (1993, p.147) also suggests that what the subject may take issue with may not be 
what the writer expects. I had thought participants might also take issue with the dialogue of 
some characters being in ‘imperfect English.’ Although the participants hadn’t yet read the 
text closely beyond skimming it, there were no comments about the English used. I had also 
suspected that the participants would take issue with parts of the manuscript or have strong 
negative reactions to it. However, there were no negative responses to the manuscript; 
participants were quite happy that they shared similar experiences to the characters.  
 
Furthermore, I thought the text would require more negotiation. However, participants 
seemed content to let me write the book. The ones who were present were happy to give 
‘advice’ but not dictate the way the book should be written. Most of the participants did not 
respond to the messages about the feedback session. The reasons for this aren’t clear. This 
may suggest they were content to let me use the information in the same way I had described 
to them when they agreed to participate or that they were disinterested in this part of the 
study. They may also have been too intimidated to respond, too busy or too polite to suggest 
changes. It is important to note that suggesting changes could be a difficult endeavour, as 
any task, which involves delivering negative criticism. While there is no way to tell conclusively 
why many participants did not give feedback, I found the feedback that was provided was 
very enlightening. 
 
Finally, participants were expressly happy to have control over the representation and use of 
their stories. Two participants said it was ‘a really good thing’ that I gave them the 
opportunity to review what I had written. Failing to provide adequate consultation with 
people from refugee backgrounds is an issue that has been raised with advocacy groups. For 
example, as mentioned in the introduction on April 9, 2017, Idil Ali (2017) from the 
organisation RISE accused the Refugee Action Collective of billing only advocates to speak 
rather than people with lived experience as refugees. Ali said, ‘it is time to listen.’ The act of 
listening requires that the researcher follows the advice of collaborators and works with them 
throughout the process of writing. If the collaborators are truly viewed as the ‘experts,’ it is 
pertinent that their approval is sought. My research has taught me that this works to benefit 
both parties, myself in that I had more confidence in the authenticity of the D3 manuscript 
and the participants in that they had control over representation.  
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Conclusions 
Reflecting back on the manuscript, I felt that the first draft was one of voice misappropriation: 
the voices of the subjects had not been combined with those of the characters in the story. 
Instead, they were simulated based on observations I had made in the field. I thought that 
empathising would be an adequate way to write, but found that empathising was more about 
my own perception than writing from the perspective of anOther. By the completion of the 
second draft, the voices of the characters had changed to ones that were a combination of 
the writer’s and the subject’s. However, as the Self I still occupied a stronger and more 
privileged role in the telling of the story. This had to be taken into consideration when 
translating the interview material into the story. This led me to consider an ethics of 
representation when choosing to change the language used by participants in interviews to 
one that would be viewed as ‘correct English.’ The final draft was helpful in allaying my 
anxiety about ‘getting it wrong’ and reinforced the idea that listening to participants was an 
important part of the writing process. This helped to produce counterstories, which resist 
dehumanising models that society would impose on disempowered groups (Eakin 2004). In 
the next chapter, I will discuss these counterstories and how they challenge the idea of a 
‘national story.’ 
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5.  Towards an Ethics of Writ ing Otherness 
 
How might a writer construct an ethnographically informed novel, considering the 
ethics of writing Otherness? 
 
 
What they don't understand about birthdays and what they never tell you is that when you're 
eleven, you're also ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and six, and five, and four, and three, 
and two, and one. And when you wake up on your eleventh birthday you expect to feel 
eleven, but you don't. You open your eyes and everything's just like yesterday, only it's today. 
And you don't feel eleven at all. You feel like you're still ten. And you are – underneath the 
year that makes you eleven. – Sandra Cisneros, ‘Eleven’ (2009) 
 
What can this exercise tell us about writing Otherness? I began this dissertation defining 
Otherness in relation to the Self. In writing, the Self cannot be separated from the Other; 
meaning is constantly made and remade between these two concepts. I took the stance that, 
when translating data provided by the subject, it becomes a combination of both voices, 
those of writer and subject. While increasing engagement with those represented in the 
writing led to character voices which were heteroglossic, they still centred around the author 
as writer: the Self. However, the Self was shifted more towards those who contributed to the 
writing; towards Otherness. D3 of the manuscript reminded me of Sandra Cisneros’s 
description of the birthday; it was D1 and D2 and D3, a palimpsest of fieldwork, interviews 
and feedback, a combination of writer and subject.  
 
Ethics in fiction from the perspective of the creative writer continues to be controversial and 
perhaps this is what has led to a debate that conflates the idea of censorship with ethical 
representation (see Shriver 2016). In fields with established ethical principles, such as 
ethnography, it has been argued that this better representation may be achieved by bringing 
the subjects into the process of writing (Couser 1998).12 Until this study, however, there has 
been only speculation as to the difference between a narrative that has been written without 
                                                                  
12 See discussions around collaborative ethnography (Chapter 2) and ethics in life writing (Chapter 1), as well as 
Couser (1998). 
 105 
 
consulting the subjects and one that has. To investigate this process, this dissertation has 
explored different methods of producing a novel. D1 of the manuscript was a draft that was 
deeply influenced by observations in fieldwork in an organisation that provides tertiary-level 
education to refugees and people seeking asylum, and by personal experience. D2 marks the 
draft that was written after interviewing people from refugee and migrant backgrounds. D3 
describes drafting after participants read what had been written about them and provided 
feedback. In doing so, the project sought to interrogate how different methods of writing the 
Other may yield different results. Yet, throughout the project, personal experience and 
subjectivity, the Self, could not be separated from the writing of Others and did, in fact, play 
a major role in the creation of characters. 
 
This became problematised when I considered that meaning is also constructed with relation 
to the audience, or the critic. How the writer views themselves and how the subjects are 
viewed by the audience lead to another potential interpretation of the text. These multivocal 
interpretations are couched in power relations and, as Foucault (in Foucault & Sheridan 1979) 
theorises about discourse, they can enable, constrain and constitute writing the Other. My 
constraint was my own anxiety about writing Otherness. This had to do with how I am viewed, 
as both not part of a group and part of a group. I exist within a liminal area, the nuances of 
the definition of the Self free to be debated in a public sphere upon reception by critics. The 
definition of who I am is not solely mine. For example, ‘you are not Chilean,’ a friend told me 
once, ‘because you were not born in Chile.’ I have had to redefine myself in order to discuss 
Otherness. I am not not Chilean – I am not just Chilean – I am also American and Irish-
American and so many other things.  
 
As such, I chose to talk about the debate in terms of the key positions within the argument: 
artistic freedom, sensitivity and cultural appropriation. First, I examined a draft that was 
written prior to engagement with the people represented in the manuscript. This gave me 
insight into how a text may be constructed under the principles of artistic freedom. The 
second draft embodied a text with increasing engagement with people from refugee 
backgrounds in the form of interviews. It took on the characteristics of a sensitively written 
fictional text. The final draft, through feedback, represented writing which critically engaged 
with issues of cultural appropriation.  
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By the final draft several key aspects of the writing had changed, while others remained 
consistent. The most striking difference had to do with authenticity versus verisimilitude. A 
text written by someone from a background other than the subject’s will likely, by definition, 
be inauthentic but may perhaps possess an intriguing verisimilitude or believability. To do this, 
one must produce a representation that is as authentic as possible. Inauthenticity leads to 
inaccurate representations of a group of people, a practice which, I argue, is unethical. 
 
This chapter will explore the varying degrees to which the Other can be written. It seeks to 
understand what the methods used to produce fiction on the topic of migrancy mean for 
writing the Other. I compare this with reflections upon writing a character of similar 
background to my own, which was largely based on personal experience and interviews with 
participants of Chilean background. This chapter looks at four key areas in which the draft 
changed after interviews. I reflect upon the differences and consistencies between the drafts 
and what they may reveal about writing the lives of Others, and how this contributes to the 
ongoing to debate of ethics in fiction. 
 
In doing so, I argue that the artistic freedom approach reproduces a ‘national story’ because 
the writer’s identity is so central to the construction of characters. I argue that increasing 
engagement with the people represented, through testimonial accounts, caused All the Time 
Lost to move away from the national story. Drawing on the testimonial form, All the Time Lost 
asks the reader to bear witness to a second-hand account of racially based abuse and the 
difficulties posed by the everyday from people from displaced backgrounds. While the 
national story seeks to document what has happened, the testimonial form exposes what is 
happening. The testimonial disseminates the story of injustice not only to the wider global 
audience, but also to the people who are being written about, in order to reaffirm collective 
ideals of disparate and shared experiences (Sigona 2014, p.370). This shared experience 
serves to reinforce a sense of identity. This sense of identity is lacking in the national story, 
which privileges whiteness.  
 
The national story 
Holloway’s (2013) metaphor of a creative writing dissertation as building a pocket watch 
highlights the variety of the mechanisms that work together to produce creative writing. In 
this dissertation, I have used ethnography as a method to gather information and translation 
as a means by which to incorporate that information into an ethnographically informed novel. 
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I have explored the way the testimonial, to reveal human rights violations, manifests writings 
about the refugee experience and in fiction. It is argued that the refugee narrative has a 
specific form that stories are translated into. This form is typified by the three-act structure, 
which focused on the before, during and after migration story. However, these stories also 
reproduce a nationalist agenda in that they tend to show the migrant experience as 
successful and dependent on hard work, while instances of racism and discrimination by white 
Australians are either toned down or avoided altogether.  
 
To explore the praxis around shifting information into fictional and novelistic form, I used 
have ethnography as a conceptual framework, through the lens of postcolonial and 
translation studies. Rather than seeing ethnography as a method for data collection, Sarah 
Pink (2015, p.8; cited in Pink 2007) offers the following definition: 
 
Ethnography is a process of creating and representing knowledge (about society, culture 
and individuals) that is based on ethnographers’ experiences. It does not claim to 
produce an objective or truthful account of reality, but should aim to offer a version of 
ethnographers’ experiences of reality that are as loyal as possible to the context, 
negotiations and intersubjectivities through which the knowledge was produced. 
 
Translation can also be seen as a process of creating knowledge. According to Gal (2015, 
p.225), translation points to a family of semiotic processes in which different social worlds 
emerge through ‘forms of communication in which practices, objects, genres, and texts are 
citable, recontextualizable.’ Several forms of translation have been utilised in this study. 
Through fieldwork accounts, the last chapter saw translation as a shift between two spaces. 
The interview phase described another form of translation, marked by partial rewriting of the 
voices of the characters and plot based on data from interviews. This is adjusted from the 
notion that, in translation, the major plot aspects cannot be changed. Minor instances may 
change but, in doing so, they recontextualise the story. The author is re-creating the 
translator based on interview data and must make decisions about changing minor events 
based on ‘negotiations’ between the source text, the new data and the context in which the 
text will be read, using an ethics of translation. The feedback phase marked the movement of 
the translation into a more collaborative approach through feedback. Although I thought this 
would reveal what I had ‘gotten wrong,’ it instead reinforced the idea that speaking to those 
represented produced a stronger and more authentic text that resonated with participants.  
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Translation was the glue that bound the ethnographic data and the manuscript. It was used to 
trace how the data became part of a fictional refugee narrative. The following figure gives an 
overview of how translation functioned as a tool to incorporate the ethnographic data into an 
ethnographically informed refugee narrative: 
 
Forms of translation: 
 
  
 
As mentioned previously, Gal (2015, p.227) views translation as ‘the expression in one 
semiotic system of what has been said, written, or done in another.’ The translation is marked 
by recontextualisation, by displacement and replacement. Therefore, when fictionalised, the 
voices and places become combinations of the writer’s imaginary and the source text. Just as 
migrancy is at once grounded in ‘place’ and removed from it, so is translation. Removed from 
its original context, it becomes recontextualised through fictionalisation in writing. 
Ethnography was used as a method with which to gather data, while translation was used to 
incorporate that data into the form of a novel. However, the translation itself always points to 
the source. It cannot exist without the Other. It is important when producing fiction about 
people from backgrounds other than the writer’s for the writer to examine their relationship 
to the subject(s) and, by extension, to the Other. 
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To write Otherness, I first positioned myself in relation to the group I wished to describe. As I 
argued in Chapter 1, Otherness is inextricably linked to Western culture, the Self representing 
the coloniser and the Other representing the colonised, the Other lacking ‘identity, propriety, 
purity, literality,’ described as the ‘foreign,’ ‘unauthorized,’ ‘inappropriate’ and ‘unfamiliar’ (Al-
Saidi 2014, p.95). I as the Self have access to certain places based on my cultural privilege. 
However, this also poses problems as I am not just ‘white,’ but also Latina. My ‘whiteness’ 
denotes a position of power.  
 
According to Foucault, a balance of power may also be subverted. As identity is in constant 
flux, fluid, it has the power to shift. I can be the Other and I can be the Self within the context 
of the Chilean character Lucy. In this dissertation, I have explored the writer as Self while the 
subjects occupy the role of Other, and I have attempted to harmonise the two in order to 
write fictional characters. In doing so, I argue that Otherness can be seen to exist on a 
spectrum, with authenticity correlating to how far the writer, the Self, is removed from the 
subject. For example, Lucy’s character in All the Time Lost is closer to the writer in that Lucy is 
Australian-Chilean and the writer is American-Chilean; however, authenticity declines with 
Amar, the Iranian character with asylum-seeker status. To increase the believability of this 
character, interviews and feedback sessions were used. I have overlaid them on this diagram, 
which shows the characters as overlapping circles.  
 
 
 
Amar 
Nina Azra Lucy 
Writer 
Interviewees 
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Next, I used empathy as a method for writing the characters. However, it is important to be 
cognisant of arguments that ignore the theory that writing the Other causes damage to a 
group’s identity. These have their basis in cultural relativism. These proponents find writing 
Otherness through ‘empathising’ an achievable goal, given the viewpoint that all cultures are 
intrinsically similar. For example, Shriver (2016) operates on the assertion that identity is 
confining. This stems from older viewpoints, such as that of French anthropologist Jean-Loup 
Amselle (cited in Lionnet 1993, p.107), that ‘to isolate a community by defining a set of 
characteristic "differences" can lead to the possibility of its territorial confinement, and its 
eventual expulsion. Ethnic labeling, and the assignment of differences, are self-fulfilling 
prophecies.’ However, as I point out in relation to my reflection on my mixed-race identity, 
the way others view me also has an impact upon the way I view myself, as do instances of 
racially motivated attacks. Identity, inextricably linked to race, cannot help but be influenced 
by these factors when certain groups are racially targeted.  
 
Furthermore, in Chapter 4 of my study I found that writing using empathy, while an essential 
tool of the writer, is also problematic. While empathy was beneficial in understanding the 
situations of the subjects, I was constantly in danger of over-empathy and transference. Over-
empathy with groups that have undergone violence and human rights violations may present 
the risk of secondary trauma for the writer (see Appendix 2), but is also a valuable writing 
tool. In my study, I noted that the risk of transference was present and could potentially lead 
to victimisation or infantalisation of the subject (Helff 2009b). In such cases, I found that 
reflection upon the writer–subject relationship is necessary to ensure these do not affect the 
writer or subject, or transfer over into the writing.  
 
These effects may also be lessened when those who are written about are brought into the 
process of writing. I found reflection easier when compared with the interviews and feedback 
sessions, where information could be clarified. The word process here is important, as we 
need to know what our process is in order to bring others into it. Particularly when writing 
characters who are traditionally underrepresented in literature, an awareness of the process of 
fictionalisation and the issues, as well as the ethics, surrounding it is necessary to avoid 
dangerous side effects and to increase authenticity in the writing.  
 
As such, the first draft may be considered voice appropriation. In the pre-interview draft, the 
voices of the characters changed several times. Initially, Amar’s and Nina’s stories were 
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written in the third person, but this gradually changed to first-person perspective. These 
characters also spoke in non-standard English, with Nina’s character narrating to an unknown 
person. This eventually changed in D2 to Nina narrating what she saw and all characters’ 
thoughts expressed in perfect English, with dialogue in non-standard English. It employed an 
ethics of translation. During the integration of interviews, the English was changed to match 
the ‘voice’ of the character and became a combination of the subject and writer, with 
dialogue maintaining much of the distinctive language that could be considered ‘imperfect’, 
but the grammar of the language in the characters’ thoughts changed to fit standard English 
conventions. The reason for this is that, when thinking, grammar would not be an issue for 
characters or speakers of other languages, who may think in their native tongue. I also 
considered the fact that participants would expect their English to be ‘fixed’, as I am an 
English teacher and writer.  
 
Perhaps the most difficult aspect was voice. Trying to harmonise the voices of the writer and 
subjects was problematic. Gal says (2015, p.231): 
 
Translations, like other forms of reported speech, are never simply repetitions. They add 
the moral weight of others’ voices to one’s own, or alternatively, attribute responsibility 
for the utterance to others. Both are examples of what Bakhtin called ‘double voicing,’ 
which has evidential as well as moral implications (Hill & Irvine 1993, pp. 6–7)  
 
Moral implications include reinforcing harmful stereotypes about people from subaltern 
backgrounds. Both literary translation and cultural translation in anthropology have been 
criticised for reinforcing Western power structures (see Gal 2015, p.228; Niranjana 1992). 
Translation as an act of movement also enacts disruption and displacement (Niranjana 1992). 
When done without awareness of process or a grasp of the politics involved, it has the power 
to do harm to a group of people’s sense of identity, as well as the way an audience perceives 
that group of people.  
 
The evolution of the drafts can be traced following the storyline uniting the narratives, the 
concept of public transport. As mentioned previously, the idea for a story set on public 
transport had its genesis in the metaphor of movement and dislocation. Two scenes of racial 
abuse on public transport were inspired by media coverage of videoed instances of racism on 
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public transportation and of stories I heard while I was conducting fieldwork. These led the 
VEOHRC to investigate the frequency and impacts of racial attacks on public transport. In its 
report, the VEOHRC (2013) distinguishes between racism and racial discrimination: racism is 
‘a belief that a particular race or ethnicity is inferior or superior to others. Racial discrimination 
involves any act where a person is treated unfavourably because of their race, nationality, 
colour, descent or ethnic origin’ (2013, p.10). Hage (2014) describes several forms of 
Australian racism. Of these, ‘Hansonite racism’ and ‘condescending racism’ are most relevant 
for the purposes of this chapter. To Hage (2014, pp.233–234), Hansonite racism has its basis 
in a kind of ‘egalitarian’ ethos, the idea that certain immigrant groups are taking places that 
belong to Australians – a ‘them or us’ mentality. Condescending racism takes the form of a 
casual acceptance of racism and disavowal of the person calling out the racist act, with such 
dismissals as ‘oversensitive’ or ‘too serious.’ In doing so, relaxation of racialised forms of 
interaction can become routinised or normalised (Hage 2012, p. 234). 
 
The VEOHRC (2013) report cites a survey into the mental health impacts of racial 
discrimination on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and culturally and linguistically diverse 
(CALD) communities conducted in two rural and two metropolitan areas of Victoria by 
VicHealth in 2012. It found that nearly two-thirds of 1139 people from CALD communities 
had experienced racism in the previous 12 months. It also found that the CALD groups most 
targeted were those of Islamic faith. In VEOHRC’s own study, the Islamic Council of Victoria 
reported cases of verbal and physical abuse, and gave examples of women wearing hijabs 
being attacked and attempts to forcefully remove the hijabs (VEOHRC 2013, p.10). I used 
some of these instances as inspiration and fictionalised them to create D1: 
 
The bus moves away from the kerb but a man he stops it. His hand goes on the door and he 
hits it hard. He hits it again. The driver, he stops. I don't know why. When the man comes on, I 
see in his face that he is crazy.  
‘Thanks mate,’ he says to the driver, then turns to help a woman to carry on a pram. She is 
blonde hair, her face red. She pulls out the card and touches on.  
‘No charge for the pram yeah?’ she asks and the driver waves at them, shakes his head.  
They push the pram in and the woman stops in front of me. The seats on the sides facing the 
inside of the bus are empty. And then this woman comes on.  
She says, ‘You are in my seat.  
‘Me?’ I say to her.  
‘You,’ she says and points to me.  
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‘How this is your seat?’ I say. ‘You just came onto the bus and you tell me this is your seat. 
How is it?’ I look at the bus driver, who says nothing.  
‘Dog,’ she calls me.  
‘Pig,’ I say. ‘How can this be your seat when the driver tells me to sit here? I ask you how? You 
call me dog, I call you pig.’ 
And now I know she is drunk because she smells like alcohol and cigarettes and her breath is 
in my face. Then the man, he comes to me, his face to mine and I become scared. He says 
something … I do not know what, and he calls me a dog too.  
I get up, and I move to the back of the bus, but he follows close behind, saying things about 
Australia. This my country. You are in my country. Get off my bus. Get out of my country. I sit and he yells 
more.  
The people on the bus go quiet. A man is filming on his phone.  
The woman with the pram is yelling too. The bus it stop and the doors open, no one gets out. 
The bus driver asks the man and woman to leave. The bus stays there for maybe two minutes. I 
think maybe the bus driver will come, but the doors close and the bus, it begins to move.  
 
Despite the evidence of its existence, I was still hesitant to write these scenes. These scenes 
in D1 are surprisingly a bit more like New Humans of Australia. The harassment on public 
transport was very toned down and at the end everyone was happy. What I mean by that is 
that there was no physical violence. Even putting that in made me anxious; I wanted everyone 
to come off well. I didn’t want Australian society to be reflected badly.  
 
Then I began my interviews. I created questions based on these events in D1 of the 
manuscript. As discussed in Chapter 4, during interviews I discovered that of the five female 
participants who wore the hijab three had experienced racism, one had feared it would 
happen to her because it had happened to a friend of a friend and one had never 
experienced any form of racism on public transport. One female participant reported boys 
attempting to rip off her hijab and telling her that she did not need to wear it, that it was a 
free country now. A female participant from Sudan also reported violent abuse on public 
transport. The number of stories of racial abuse on transport towards these women caused 
me to rethink the softer storyline for Azra’s and Nina’s characters. Were I to remain true to the 
information I heard, I would need to convey even the violent stories; not to do so would be 
changing the story, it would be unethical. Therefore, the story of the apple being thrown at 
Azra and the story of Nina having her foot violently stepped on were incorporated into D2 of 
the manuscript.  
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The story of the foot being stepped on was particularly interesting, because the interviewee 
drew a connection between this and attempts at the time to change the 18C Racial 
Discrimination Act. She pointed out that, when Senator George Brandis (2014a) wanted to 
change the Act, which made it ‘illegal to publicly "offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate" a 
person or a group of people’ (Griffiths 2014) in order to allow more freedom to express 
offensive views, it had impacted on her experience on public transport: 
 
that week he said that when I was on the tram coming from work and the tram was so full of people 
was like five o’clock and there was a guy came, very drunk guy, and he walk straight to me, I was the 
only black person there on the tram … and he say, ‘I don't like that black people here. You should go 
back to where you come from … I am allowed to say my feeling. I am allowed to say what I feel … 
And you know, as a black person, if you talk, if I talk and raise my voice, I would be the problem.  
 
This interview bore a striking similarity to the scene written into the first draft of All of the 
Time Lost in which a woman is verbally assaulted on a bus. However, the sense in that draft is 
that this act is not representative of the ‘average’ Australian. I wanted this sense to come 
through, that the few did not represent the many, with fears that I would be representing 
Australia unfairly. When I thought of this, I thought of the average Australian, as Brandis 
(2014a) puts it, the ‘ordinary, reasonable Australian.’  
 
However, writer Alice Pung questions what the ‘ordinary, reasonable’ Australian is. In a public 
talk at the Melbourne Writers Festival, Pung (2014) discusses Brandis and his proposal to 
change the Racial Discrimination Act, which came as a result of prominent Indigenous 
Australians such as writer Anita Heiss challenging right-wing pundit Andrew Bolt’s racist 
argument that light-skinned Indigenous people should not be considered Indigenous. Brandis 
(2014b) reacted in defence of Bolt, whom the courts found against, vowing that ‘never again 
in Australia will we have a situation in which a person may be taken to court for expressing a 
political opinion.’ According to Pung (2014, 3:00-4:00), the proposals included changing 
words such as ‘offend’ to stronger words such as ‘vilify’ and defined ‘vilify’ in terms of how the 
‘ordinary, reasonable Australian’ would define it. These were eventually scrapped, but Pung 
(2014) asks how to distinguish between ‘hurt feelings’ and ‘words that incite violence.’ As 
such, the ‘ordinary, reasonable Australian’ is one who agrees with traditional Australian 
values, who would presumably share the same values as Brandis. Brandis’s values ignore 
much of the racial implications of changing the Racial Discrimination Act. Furthermore, the 
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man who racially abused the interviewee described above was repeating Brandis’s and Bolt’s 
sentiment as justification for the attack in saying ‘I am allowed to say how I feel.’  
 
Between these two examples, the relationship between Hage’s ‘Hansonite racism’ and the 
inciting of violence is made explicit. Pung (2014) goes on to point out that people are 
labelled, depending on whether they agree with the dominant white perception, either ‘good 
migrants’ or ‘ungrateful ethnics.’ Nikesh Shukla’s (2015) The Good Immigrant is a collection of 
essays by emerging ‘British black, Asian and minority ethnic writers, poets, journalists and 
artists,’ who explore ‘what it means to be “other” in a country that wants you, doesn’t want 
you, doesn’t accept you, needs you for its equality monitoring forms and would prefer you if 
you won a major reality show competition’ and what being ‘mixed-race’ means for identity. 
The duality is also laid out here, as the interviewee feels she cannot speak out because she 
will be the one to be labelled as the ‘troublemaker.’ The onlookers, in their casual acceptance 
of the situation, enact what Hage refers to as ‘condescending racism.’  
 
I began to integrate these ideas into the draft. The implications of the attack are present in 
the interviews and translated into D2 of the draft. Regarding the Brandis incident, the 
participant described being followed and yelled at; she said, ‘[it’s like] a dog eating you. It’s 
like being eaten by a dog and people just watching you being eaten by a dog.’ This caused 
the incident to change from one that still reinforced the dominant notion that such attacks are 
perpetuated by people who are not ‘ordinary, reasonable Australians’ to one that subverts 
that notion.  
 
However, it was not the feeling of the interviewee that all Australians are racist. Quite often 
interviewees, including the one quoted extensively above, referred to Australia as tolerant, 
friendly and welcoming. Therefore, while this section retains the incidents described, this 
complex relationship needed to be expounded in other sections of the book. Thus, I 
integrated the interviews into D2:  
 
As the bus rocks gently away from the kerb, a man’s open hand hits the window, the sound 
echoing through the air. He hits it again, this time with his fist, it is no longer to be noticed, but to 
warn. The bus stops dutifully and the doors open.  
A head appears below the stairs, a distracted one, with hair pushed to one side, tired blue wide 
eyes. ‘Thanks mate,’ he exhales to the driver cheerfully, his back to him as he lifts the front of a 
pram. The back of the pram is held by a blonde, red-faced woman, her eyes half-closed. When she 
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reaches the top of the steps, she holds the pram in place with the weight of her body, pulling out 
two train cards for the driver.  
‘No charge for the pram yeah?’ she asks. The driver waves at them, shaking his head. They 
stop in front of me, looking at the empty seats, and then me, and then the seats again. I am, for a 
moment, an object to be studied. His eyes flash and he raises his foot, bringing it down hard on 
mine. I can feel the pain moving from my toes, to my knees, to my stomach. My first response is 
to cry out, but I do not change my face. ‘She is in your seat,’ he laughs, looking to the woman.  
I can feel his eyes studying me, he must wonder why I do not move, must want me to cry. 
‘You’re in her seat, you hear me?’ he says loudly. I want to say, ‘I heard you the first time,’ but the 
blood has begun to move in my body, my heart is beating so fast I cannot make any words. As a 
black person, if I talk and raise my voice, I would be the problem. If I say anything, it will be me 
who is the troublemaker. 
It happened before, someone yelling at me for no reason. I shut up, not saying a word. And he 
was just yelling at me, insulting me. I moved. I moved to another part of the tram and he followed 
me. And I just sat there and I didn't look at him and I said to myself, ‘I am not going to get off.’ 
No one dared say anything and he was just humiliating me in front of all the people on the tram, 
like they were just watching me being eaten by a dog. That’s what it felt like, like being eaten by a 
dog.  
That is the worst that can happen. I say to the man sweetly, ‘Me? There are plenty of seats, 
those there next to her are for the prams.’ I cross my legs, taking the weight off my aching foot. I 
look casual, not interested. 
The woman pushes the break on the pram and moves next to her man. ‘I hate the government, 
bringing you people here. And it’s my right to speak my mind. It’s my right as an Australian,’ she 
says, choking back tears. I know why she is saying this. Two days ago, the Attorney-General said 
that people should have rights to say things that are bigoted, though the Racial Discrimination Act 
does not allow it. ‘It’s my country,’ she cries, ‘My great-grandparents fought for this country, not 
yours.’ 
I can see inside the pram, but there is no child, only bags of shopping and some apples. 
Standing up with my great height, I look down on him, my foot throbbing. ‘You should say sorry.’ 
I say.  
‘What did you say?’ he says, moving closer.  
As calmly and sweetly as I can, I say, ‘You should say sorry, because you hurt my foot.’ 
 
When it came time for the feedback phase, I was nervous. I was afraid the participants might 
feel I had represented them unfairly by focusing on a negative instance. I held a feedback 
session, giving participants a draft of the manuscript and a bullet-point treatment. We 
discussed the manuscript and their impressions of it. However, the feedback was positive and 
participants felt that the opportunity to collaborate gave them more confidence in the project, 
although they did not provide a large amount of feedback. They did feel that instances such 
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as this, a girl being attacked on public transport, were important to include. It rang true for 
them.  
 
The consistency between D1, D2 and D3 I attribute to listening to the participants. This 
meant putting my own ideas of how they should be represented aside and reworking the 
manuscript to include the ideas and feedback from participants.  
 
However, after the feedback phase, I asked myself, why was I so scared to write a story that 
depicted Australian society badly? Novelist and academic Tony Birch (2013) discusses the 
power of Indigenous writing to shift the national story in what he calls ‘post-national fiction’.13  
Birch (2013), quoting a conversation he had with Mexican screenwriter Guillermo Arriaga, says 
Aboriginal fiction refers not to Indigenous issues but human issues and thus ‘speaks to the 
world.’ Birch does not only include Aboriginal writing in post-national fiction, mentioning Sri 
Lankan Australian author Michelle de Kretser’s novel Questions of Travel (2012), which 
centres around two characters: Laura, a white Australian woman who enjoys travel, and Ravi, a 
Sri Lankan man forced to leave his country and seek refuge in Australia after the politically 
motivated murder of his wife. This opens the term ‘post-national fiction’ up to a wider 
application, such as refugee writing.  
 
Birch (2013) also notes the ‘disloyalty effect,’ which occurs when critics, commentators and 
readers view a negative critique of the national story as an act of ingratitude: 
 
In recent years, the wider literary community in Australia has celebrated Aboriginal 
writing, although it also continues to be received and consumed defensively, within a 
mindset stuck in the colonial imagination. I call this the ‘disloyalty effect’, whereby 
some critics, commentators and readers respond to what they feel is a negative 
critique of the national story: an act of ingratitude. The degree of disloyalty is 
compounded when delivered by ‘mixed-blood’ Aboriginal writers, who are, after all, 
the wayward children of the benevolent nation. 
 
The disloyalty effect can also be manifested when writers are challenged for writing the Other. 
In the first chapter I mentioned Stephanie Convery (2015), a self-proclaimed ‘white writer 
writing Indigenous characters,’ who argues that, if writers are deterred from writing ‘the 
                                                                  
13 See Prakash (2000, p.174). 
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Other,’ it will produce Alcoff’s ‘retreat response,’ causing them to avoid doing so all together. 
This would result in marginal groups ‘fighting their battles with no allies at all’ (Convery & 
Polites 2013, p.56). Essentially, a false equivocation has been set up, suggesting Indigenous 
people are ungrateful for the advocacy of writers writing the Other. At the very least, it 
suggests an ultimatum: let white people write Indigenous characters, or we will not help you. 
The fact that statements like this can be produced without any academic sources to support 
them (see Convery 2012) also speaks to the unconscious sense of privilege nonWoCs may 
hold when writing characters of colour.  
 
This can be brought back to the controversy triggered by Shriver (2016), who defended the 
right to write the Other by attacking proponents as creating ‘rules’ for her, saying that many 
great works of fiction wouldn’t have been written were it not for writing the Other, all that 
would be left is memoir, all characters would be one ethnicity (white) and freedom of speech 
would be dead. She decried the controversy over cultural appropriation for making her 
nervous about writing ‘black’ characters, a result of criticism against her for her negative 
portrayal of African American characters in her novel The Mandibles (Kalfus 2016).  
 
Much like the disloyalty effect, the reaction from writers who advocate artistic freedom at the 
cost of misappropriation has been to accuse those who speak out against perceived 
misrepresentation of identity as ‘censors.’ The result is a form of pretentious racism which 
encourages silence on issues of cultural appropriation and compliance with the national story. 
This may also be compounded when writers are seen as mixed-race, as they may be seen to 
gain both the benefits of whiteness and the benefits of being a WoC (Ritchie 2011). Such 
racialised attacks serve to undermine the mixed-race writer’s authority, in order to reinforce 
existing Western structures in which the boundaries of race go largely unchallenged.  
 
Fears over the way a writer may be perceived based on their identity when writing the Other 
in fiction may significantly impact on the way the writer goes about writing. This fear has been 
recorded by several writers (see Grenville 2005; Shriver 2016). While this exercise did not 
abolish this fear, collaborating with participants did lessen my anxieties about cultural 
misappropriation. Furthermore, the evolution of D1 to D3 shows that, unconsciously, I had 
been trying to avoid the disloyalty effect from critics by writing a nationalist story. I had 
started in the first draft with the story of the ‘good immigrant’ and moved to one which shows 
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the human issues behind instances of racism. In other words, from the first to the second draft, 
I began to move more towards the post-nationalist story. 
 
Identity politics and concepts such as cultural appropriation should not be equated with 
‘censorship’ or ‘rules.’ Rather, they should serve as a guide to how writing can be improved in 
quality. While I am not suggesting any ‘rules’ for writing the Other, I can argue that my work 
before engaging with the people I sought to represent was inferior. As can be seen from New 
Humans of Australia and What is the What, there is the expectation that what we are writing 
is, to a certain extent, authentic. Nothing can replace the authenticity of the writer writing a 
character of the same background. However, if one is to write the Other, it is important to 
reflect on one’s privilege when writing and to engage with and listen to the group being 
represented.  
 
Conclusion 
 
At the start of this thesis, I asked the question: How do refugee narratives function as a form 
of advocacy? I argued that refugee narratives function as a form of advocacy in that they have 
the potential to shift public opinion and enact political change. However, the power relations 
between the writer and subject may also reinforce exploitative power structures, particularly 
through voice misappropriation. However, when a writer is incorporating the accounts of a 
subject, the voice becomes a combination of writer and subject. The idea of appropriation in 
this case is not so clear, but the issue still remains that the writer’s voice is stronger and more 
privileged in the telling of the story. It becomes necessary then to document how the writing 
changes, as we have little detailed information in how the text changes depending on the 
level of involvement of the people represented and whether this has been done ethically. 
Due to its emphasis on method, this creative practice thesis has the potential to contribute to 
the ongoing political debate about writing the Other. 
 
I then asked the question: How can ethnographic methodologies be applied to creative 
practice? I argued that translation theory provides a helpful framework to analyse the method 
of converting data ascertained through ethnographic methods into fiction writing. I applied 
ethical procedures used in ethnographic practice to this approach, with an emphasis on the 
ethical guideline of ‘do no harm.’ This ethical approach also allowed me to interrogate how 
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knowledge is framed by the researcher and the unequal power relationship between writer 
and subject.  
 
I then asked the question: Does increasing engagement with the people represented shift the 
form of the refugee narrative? In Chapter 4, I reflected on the consistencies and differences 
between the three drafts of the manuscript. I determined that the first draft was one of voice 
misappropriation in that the voices of the subjects were simulations based on my perceived 
observations in the field and my own personal experiences. In this draft, I thought that 
empathising would be enough to produce a realistic character, but found that empathising 
was more about my own perception than writing from the perspective of another. In order for 
it to be effective as a method, I needed to reflect upon my own empirical writing. In the 
second draft, based on interviews, the voices of the characters became a combination of the 
writer’s and the subjects’. However, as the Self I still occupied a stronger and more privileged 
role in the telling of the story. As such, I reflected upon the ethics of representation when 
changing or ‘correcting’ the English used by participants. Feedback on the final draft was 
helpful in relieving my anxiety about ‘getting it wrong’ and strengthened the argument that 
‘listening’ to participants was integral to the writing process. The second and third drafts 
produced counterstories which resist Western storytelling structures, or the ‘national story.’  
 
Finally, I reflected on my writing in order to answer the central research question: How might 
a writer construct an ethnographically informed novel, considering the ethics of writing 
Otherness? I reiterated that translation theory allows the writer to examine the many ways in 
which ethnographic and personal experiences are translated into the writing. I reinforced the 
importance of the writer interrogating their own position in relation to the group of people 
represented, arguing that authenticity may decline the further the writer is from the subject. I 
discussed the politics of writing the Other in relation to the key positions within the argument: 
artistic freedom, sensitivity and cultural appropriation. In doing so, I argued that the artistic 
freedom approach, which aligns with the methodology of Draft 1, reinforces the national 
story. I warn that those who advocate for artistic freedom at the cost of cultural 
misappropriation reinforce existing Western structures in which racial stereotypes go 
unchallenged. I advocate for interviews when writing and for the avoidance of cultural 
misappropriation by reflecting upon the writing process and speaking with those represented 
in the writing.  
 
 121 
 
In conclusion, in writing about aspects of “otherness” through ethnographic research, the 
writer acts as an observer of the event, rather than someone who experiences the event. 
While it may be said that the writer witnesses the event during fieldwork, the writer still 
possesses the privilege of being able to leave the field, control the interview and write the 
story. While the research may serve as an authentic experience for the writer, the authentic 
story belongs to the participant, the teller of the story. Drawing the participant stories into the 
writing may increase the authenticity of the tale, as long as the power dynamic and the ways 
in which the story changes are interrogated. Through listening, the writer can challenge the 
national story and enact change through the ability to create more witnesses to acts of 
injustice and human rights abuses. Interviews can also increase the verisimilitude of the story 
for those who identify with the characters. However, fear of racial stereotyping and 
misrepresentation causes anxiety in the writer.  
 
As writers, we may feel that we are just writing fiction or merely telling the nonfictional side to 
the story. However, the writer and the writer’s identity are inextricably linked to the telling of 
the tale, as is her/his place of privilege. There is a need to acknowledge our cultural privilege 
and how we are complicit in a system that regularly misrepresents people of marginalised 
cultural backgrounds. A level of authenticity may be brought to the text through interviews, 
but nothing can replace the authentic experience of the writer writing about a character of 
her/his own background. Given these different representational issues, I believe that it is 
more important for the writer to stand aside rather than write in the voice of Others or in the 
voice of the narrator participant. For those writers who wish to work collaboratively with 
participant narrators, there is a distinction between representing one’s own views on a subject 
and those of the person experiencing the marginalisation or impact of migration, which I have 
acknowledged may often be two different things entirely. To this end, I have argued for an 
ethical and collaborative cultural practice – one which interrogates not only the methods 
used, but the writer’s own place within society.  
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Appendix 2a: Continuum of Involvement – Working with Vulnerable 
Communities 
 
 
 
Originally from Rebuilding Shattered Lives, Victorian Foundation for the Survivors of Torture. 
1998, p.153; cited in Piper, M 2011, ‘CHCSW401A: Work effectively with forced migrants 
participants’ handbook’, Navitas English, consortium of Navitas English, AMES, Multicultural 
Development Association and Margaret Piper and Associates, 2014 edition, p.13 
<www.navitas-english.com.au/assets/Uploads/pdf-brochure/Navitas-Settlement-Programs-
Refugee-Training-Resources-CHCSW401A-Participants-Handbook.pdf>. 
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Appendix 2b Spradley’s Types of Ethnographic Descriptions  
 
Spradley 1979, p.2. 
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Appendix 3: Example of Bullet-pointed Treatment 
 
Overview of All the Time Lost 
 
 
4 characters:  
 
Amar – Iran 
Azra – Somalia 
Lucy – Chile 
Nina – Sudan 
 
Most of the stories take place across a day in Melbourne; the characters attend a 
protest and a free lecture at Melbourne University. 
 
The plot follows the lives of four characters (Amar, Nina, Lucy, Azra) as they move 
across the city, at various times on public transportation. The first is Amar who, a few 
weeks after his release from detention, is finding it difficult to leave his flat to see his 
Sudanese flatmate, Basel, present on his experiences of living in detention at 
Melbourne University. Also presenting on her experiences as a refugee is Azra, a 
student at Melbourne University, but on her way to the talk she finds herself at a 
protest with her friend and fellow student Lucy. Lucy is dismissive of her father and 
the expatriate community, but slowly comes to the realisation that she has been 
protected from the stories of an oppressive regime, which are much worse than she 
had been led to believe. The final storyline centres around Nina. Nina’s job at the 
university catering service becomes threatened by a medical condition she is keeping 
from her employers. These stories cross over like the lines of railways and tram 
tracks: they begin in the outerlying suburbs, but converge at the protest, set in the 
Melbourne CBD, where the Melbourne public transport system lines converge. The 
book then moves to a second part, in which the stories, mirroring all tram lines on the 
main Swanston Street, go to Melbourne University.  
 
Though the story is set across a day, the backgrounds of the characters are gradually 
revealed in Part 2. Amar, originally from Iran, arrived by boat to Christmas Island 
Detention Centre. Nina, originally from Sudan, flew from Egypt through the support of 
the United Nations. Azra, from Somalia, spent most of her life in Syria before fleeing 
to Lebanon and eventually coming to Australia following the outbreak of the Syrian 
war. Lucy, born in Chile, arrived in Melbourne as a young girl after the Australian 
Government granted her family a humanitarian visa to flee the Pinochet regime. 
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PART I 
 
Amar 
• Chapter 1: Christmas 
o Amar meets his caseworker Clinton at the airport; Clinton is from 
Sudan. 
o Clinton takes Amar to his flat in Footscray and tells him he has two 
housemates. One is Christian and one is Muslim, like Amar.  
o Clinton shows Amar where he will take free English classes at the 
neighbourhood house in Footscray.  
o Clinton shows Amar his room. Some items have been left by the 
Brotherhood of St Laurence and the Catholic nuns. 
o Clinton tells Amar he is lucky to be released now because now they 
are sending people to Manus and Nauru.  
o Amar does not feel very lucky.  
• Chapter 2: White 
o Amar goes to his first English class. 
o Amar feels like he doesn’t need the classes and really wants a job. 
• Chapter 3: Sisters 
o When the teacher is talking, he realises that he made a mistake when 
he was on the boat; he thought the Australians who rescued them 
were saying ‘white’ but they were saying ‘wait’. Amar thought this 
because he is used to American English.  
o Amar gets headaches and it is difficult to concentrate. 
o Some Catholic nuns enter and offer Amar and other students unpaid 
volunteer work at the Catholic church.  
o Amar says he doesn’t want it because he is uncomfortable going to the 
Catholic church when he is Muslim.  
• Chapter 4: Silvio 
o Amar meets Silvio, a man who came over to Australia from East Timor 
to become a Catholic priest, but he met his wife here and got married. 
o Silvio talks about living in Australia and East Timor. 
o Amar talks about the day the boat crashed off the coast of Christmas 
Island. 
o Amar explains how he tried to come to Australia through the UNHR but 
they kept changing the rules and never gave him an interview. 
o Amar wonders if his cousins came later and were sent to Manus or 
Nauru. 
• Chapter 5: Basel 
o Silvio and Amar live in the same building. 
o They greet the man at the front door, the building security guard, Okot, 
who is from Sudan. 
o Silvio tells the security guard that Amar’s brother is from Sudan, 
because Amar and Basel are so close that they call each other 
brothers. 
o They tell Amar not to go to the city because people are protesting 
there. 
o Amar goes back to his apartment and talks to Basel. 
o Basel tells him about the Catholic nuns (the sisters) and how they 
come to visit their Christian housemate every Saturday.  
o Basel asks Amar to come see him talk at Melbourne University later 
that day. 
  
 140 
 
Appendix 4: Examples of Draft 1–3 Contents 
 
D1 Contents: 
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D2 Contents: 
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D3 Contents: 
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Appendix 5: Example of Drafts 1–3 Azra 
 
D1: 
Excerpt from ‘Missing the Tram’ 	  
A pang of hope lingers in one’s chest while awaiting the digital clock mounted above the platform 
to change. Blank. Black. A glow. 25. A uniform groan. Twenty-five minutes is an age in metro 
wait time. When Azra first arrived to Australia, she was surprised that the buses were not as 
available as in her home. Now here with the trains, which more or less arrived exactly on time, 
and were actually on a time timetable, she has contracted the infectious irritation of the passengers 
at having to wait any period of time exceeding ten minutes. There would be words with the staff, 
and already an incensed woman had found one and was giving him hell. 
 
 
Interview transcript: 
 
X: For me I’m all the time lost. [W & X laugh] But for me I’ll never forget that I was taking my 
friend’s mom back to the clinic so she can do her X-ray. But we went by tram because it says by 
the map that it is near where we live. But to go to there it says you need 25 minutes. But how we 
will go there, no trams goes this way, no nothing, just cars. If you have car you can go. Not even 
buses. And then we were standing there, we ask the woman, we told her how you can go to the 
end of this street. She say you can’t go here, you need to go to the end of the street then bus and 
then he will take you I don't know where – tell him blah blah blah. And then we told and we went 
there and we told the man first to go to the other street you need to walk one hour, maybe. And 
the woman told us is just twenty minutes. And I don't know maybe in Australia they walk fast or 
so. [W & X laugh] 	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D2: 
Excerpt from Chapter 23: ‘Cats’ 
 
 
Familiarity is such a warm feeling for me. Maybe, for this reason, I become close with people too 
quickly. I want to fasten them to myself, but people, like smoke, are always moving either towards 
or away from you, and you do not know when this will change. I like that feeling when a stranger 
smiles at you. Or the feeling of seeing my best friend for the first time after a sleep. Hearing my 
name, the way it is said by my mother, whether she is angry or upset with me, it is the same. I 
believe all people are kind. I know though, that sometimes they are not.  
 ‘I am so glad you came with me to here. I am all the time lost,’ I tell Sana. We are waiting 
for the tram together. Sana is beautiful. There is so much colour in her eyes. I think it is like a 
reflection to her soul, the way her eyes are shadowed. I watch her redo the gold strap on her 
shoes as we wait for the tram, her head falling in line with the bronze tracks in the pavement. It 
seems, after walking like this, she fixes her shoes every time we are waiting.  
I don’t want to admit that I am lost much of the time, but it’s true. My brother, he was 
always making fun of me. He says I could get lost in my own house. He never is lost. Never.  	  
 
D3: no change 
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Appendix 6: Example of Drafts 1–3 Lucy 
 
Field journal excerpt [12/12/15] 
I met YY at XX’s unofficial wake. It was unofficial because she wasn't dead yet. Why should you 
have all the fun when I'm dead, she told me. So she threw a party at an upscale Chinese restaurant 
in ... Lane and paid for everything. 
 
D1: 
Excerpt from ‘Santa Lucia’ 
 
I remember that day now at a cafe in Clifton Hill with Carol Brennen. It was organic, which was 
all she ate. Since her diagnosis she had tried many things, and one of the only things that sent her 
breast cancer into submission was a special diet. She had sworn that preservatives and pesticides 
only aggravated it.  
We had been volunteers once, at the Fitzroy Library. Since we’d gotten on so well, we 
continued to meet for regular coffees, even after her health deteriorated, she thinned, her hair 
disappeared and scarves, in luscious colours, impulsive souvenirs all too rarely worn prior, 
resumed crowning her head. In those days we used to gossip about the management over tea, 
who was still there, who wasn't, the usual customers, the kids who used to come in and cause 
trouble, everything. She showed me photographs of her freckle faced grandchild, sitting atop a 
fence in the country, where she would disappear for weeks at a time, only to return professing her 
love of her single room apartment in the city.  
	  
 
Interview transcript: 
 
U: No, no, I don't tell my mum anything. And if she’s been … it’s so funny. I’ve kinda been 
dating someone, and she’s tried to find out who it is. She says to me, so who are you dating? And 
I say, na. Someone from column A, someone from column B. It’s like keep her guess. So I’ve got 
two adult girls, one’s twenty-three and one is twenty-one, and so she rings them and goes, so I 
hear, my little sources in the community tell me your mum is seeing someone. And I’ve trained 
my girls very well, I’m like, do not tell your grandmother anything. You don't have to tell her 
anything. So they’re like, we don't know, she’s an adult. She’s doing her own thing. [laughs] 
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D2: 
Excerpt from Chapter 18: ‘Santa Lucia’ 
 
 
Tia Val’s temper softened in her old age, or perhaps it wasn't age at all. When I come to think 
about it, maybe her divorce played a part. She had stopped watching children, gotten a diploma in 
education, and travelled the world. The severity I had known as child was gone, but her health 
had deteriorated. Later, when she was diagnosed with breast cancer, even her look softened. She 
had thinned, her hair disappeared and scarves from her travels, in luscious bright colours, had 
migrated from around her shoulders and begun adorning her head.  
The treatments, while weakening her, had given her a new power to extract gossip and 
attract company for tea. When the cappuccinos arrived, she waited until I had taken a sip before 
barraging me with questions. ‘I hear your father is seeing someone,’ she began. ‘The woman who 
sells the empanadas. What’s her name? Renata,’ she sneered…  
 
 
D3: no change 
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Appendix 7: Example of Drafts 1–3 Amar 
 
D1: 
Excerpt from ‘Writing’ 
 
When I arrive to home, Jean Paul is writing. ‘How did your English class go my friend?’  
This is a dark place and the dark is so comfortable. He thinks he is my family, but he is 
not. Housemates are not family. I was surprised when he invited me to share a meal. He says is 
difficult for him to eat by himself. I can do this easily, but I understand. I don't like it.  
‘Now I will try to write. I want to give a speech tonight’ he tells me. Jean Paul speaks 
many places. He tells people what is like to be refugee. He is a good man with a good community, 
and they support him. He asks to me listen when he is finished.  
My head hurts and I cannot do much. There is an aching in the corner of my mouth, I 
only realise now. Sometimes it is difficult. I cannot concentrate. Before I left, I could write very 
well. My friends asked me to write for them. You know it is funny, since I came here, I can write 
poetry. Never before. But now I can write this and only this. I agree to help him, but please my 
friend, give me one hour. My head, it hurts again. I must take my medication and lay down in the 
darkness of my room. 
When I awake Jean Paul is gone. He has left me a note with a map to the university at 
which he will talk. I go to the stove and make myself a coffee and some Maggi noodles. I will go 
after this, if I feel like it.  
	  
 
Interview transcript: 
 
K: You tell about the typing now. I was I started when I was prison in Iran, in writing, I started 
this and I am writing, writing. I lost the time. Seriously and I lost the time and I’m writing. Only 
write. And when I write I see myself, I see the bone and I have of scar. And I see the date and 
time and is one week. [laughs] I didn't know. One week and I’m just typing. Non-stop. I’m just 
typing. Look at this, look at that. I lost the time. I love that. I really like it. I love the backing. The 
writing. Like that. Too much writing. I make a good project. 
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D2: 
Excerpt from Chapter 5: ‘Basel’ 	  
Basel listens. He is always hearing what is happening, remembering everything about everyone. He 
was a medical student before he left. Now he’s volunteering with the Sudanese community 
groups. Until he can study medicine again. He knows many people, even local people, but like me 
he cannot work. He is not yet a true refugee. But what you can do? ‘I will give a speech tonight,’ 
he tells me. ‘Maybe you can help me, because you are a poet. Can you read it for me, to tell me is 
it good?’  
I do not think of myself as a poet. I was never good at writing, but I have learned to like 
it. When I was prison I started writing. Writing, writing, writing. It was all I could do. After Fatim 
and Hashim were taken in the protests, the guards raided my flat, took me to Evin Prison, took 
my phone and computer. My room was small, just enough for me to lay down on the cement 
floor. I was given a blanket and a towel. It had a window and layers of steel between me and the 
light. The wall was yellowing white. After I was writing I don’t know how long, I saw hand and I 
saw the bone and scar. I wrote nothing, and I lost the time. When I looked for the date and time 
and it was one week later. I didn't know. One week and I was just writing non-stop. Look at this, 
look at that. But I really liked it, losing the time. Too much writing, and like that, it was gone. 
Now I can write poetry, it’s so crazy. Never before did I write it.  
The ringing in my ears has started, and I feel light headed. ‘Give me one hour,’ I say. 
When this happens, I must take my medication and lay in the dark. It is the only thing that helps. 
I tell Basel that I will read his writing when I get up. When I wake it takes me some time to realise 
Basel has left. I still feel his presence in the room. I am always feeling people, things, as though 
they are here when they are not. 
On the table a note lies flat under a cup of half-drunk coffee, the edges of the gridded 
paper torn lengthways against the grain. He had drawn a map to the university, with lines labelled 
in tram numbers. I feel for the tram pass given to me by Clinton and hope that I don't have to 
recharge it.  
In the sink the dishes have been piled delicately awaiting the time when one of us will 
return with detergent. The one that is the least soiled is the mug atop the paper. I rinse it and turn 
on the kettle to make myself a coffee and two minute noodles.  
I will go after this, I tell myself, but I know it will take me at least two hours to work up 
the courage to leave the flat. The world outside needs to be imagined. A walk through the 
mountains. It is so bright. And how long was I asleep? I do not even know the answer to that.  
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D3:  
 
Excerpt from Chapter 13: ‘Basel’ 
 
Basel was medical student before he left Sudan. Now he’s volunteering with the Sudanese 
community groups until he can study medicine again. He knows many people, even local people, 
but like me he can’t work. ‘I will give a speech tonight,’ he tells me. ‘Maybe you can help me, 
because you are a poet. Can you read it for me, to tell me it’s good or not?’  
I do not think of myself as a poet. I was never good at writing, but I have learned to like 
it. When I was prison I started writing. Writing was all I could do. After Fatim and Hashim were 
taken in the protests, the guards raided my flat, took me to Evin Prison, took my phone and 
computer. My room was small, just enough for me to lay down on the cement floor. I was given a 
blanket and a towel. It had a window and layers of steel between me and the light. The wall was 
yellowing white. After I was writing I don’t know how long, I saw hand and I saw the bone and 
scar. I wrote nothing, and I lost the time. When I looked for the date and time and it was one 
week later. I didn't know. One week and I was just writing non-stop. Look at this, look at that. 
But I really liked it, losing the time. Too much writing, and like that, it was gone.  
The ringing in my ears has started, and I feel light headed. ‘Give me one hour,’ I say. I 
can’t tell if it is the medication or a headache. I need to lay in the dark. I tell Basel that I will read 
his writing when I get up.  
When I wake, the sun shining through the window and the room is too hot. It takes me 
some time to realise Basel has left. I thought I felt his presence in the house, but I didn't check. A 
psychologist that I spoke to on Christmas Island told me that anxiety makes you feel like you have 
special powers. That you can hear people’s thinking, feel their energy.  
On the table a note lies flat under a cup of half-drunk coffee, the edges of the gridded 
paper torn lengthways against the grain. He has drawn a map to the university, with lines labelled 
in tram numbers. I feel for the tram pass in my pocket given to me by Clinton and hope that I 
don't have to recharge it.  
In the sink the dishes have been piled delicately awaiting the time when one of us will 
return with detergent. The one that is cleanest is the mug atop the paper. I rinse it and turn on the 
kettle to make myself a coffee and two minute noodles.  
I will go after this, I tell myself. It takes me at least two hours to work up the courage to 
leave the flat.  	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Appendix 8: Example of Drafts 1–3 Nina 
 
D1: 
 
Excerpt from ‘Steam’ 
 
‘Let me to tell you. The teacher say me that my children must to eat healthy, she ask me what do 
you give them to eat. I tell to her that I give them food from Africa.  
But my children no like this food. Now they want Maggi noodle and sandwich. No you 
must to cook vegetable teacher say. Vegetable! I buy vegetable my family do not eat them. I cook. 
No! Teacher says. Spinach, broccoli, carrot, she say. My god my god. But I do not know how to 
cook this. She say steam. Steam! My dear, I do not know what is steam. She say to me you must 
boil and take out. To boil has no flavour. I fry. That is how I cook. You know, I put these veggie 
in the pot with the bean but I don’t like. So now when she ask me about veggie I say yes. I say 
steam, that is how I cook.’ 
	  
 
Interview transcript: 
 
Z: You know, I was working at [a community health organisation]. And there are a lot of drug 
problems there, drunk poor maybe before I came in the 50s or 60s and they all come to that flat 
to do drugs. Kill the pain. Everybody knows. And where the Sudanese community are. And one 
time the Minister of the Housing came, it was terrible that time, and he say [pause] isn’t that 
amazing! You live in this beautiful place! And I nearly get up. I wanted to say before and I nearly 
said, ‘Sir, would you like to move here with your children, if that beautiful’.  
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D2: 
 
Excerpt from Chapter 12: ‘Steam’ 
 
‘Let me to tell you,’ Kali says seriously. ‘The teacher says to me that my children must to eat 
healthy, she asks me what do you give them to eat. I tell to her that I give them food from Africa. 
But my children don’t like this food. Now they want Maggi noodles and sandwich. No you must to 
cook vegetable teacher says. Vegetable, Nina! I buy vegetables, my family do not eat them. I cook. 
No! Teacher says. Spinach, broccoli, carrot, she says. My god, my god. But I do not know how to 
cook this,’ when she says this ‘this’ she raises her hands up. ‘Steam the teacher says. Steam! My 
dear, I do not know what is steam. She says to me you must boil and take out the vegetable. To 
boil has no flavour. I fry. That is how I cook. You know, I put these veggies in the pot with the 
beans but I don’t like it. So now when she asks me about veggies I say, yes. I say, steam, that is how I 
cook. These teachers, first they want to know how you study with the children. Now they want to 
know about food. I just say yes to everything.’ 
… 
You know, once, the Minister of Housing came. And we were watching TV, he was on 
another floor, in a flat, maybe two floors below. And he walks around and he says, Oh isn’t this 
amazing. Isn’t this wonderful. This place they give to you to live. You live in such a beautiful place. I nearly got 
up to walk down there. I wanted to say, Sir, would you like to move here with your children, if it’s that 
beautiful? Then we complained, we said, we can’t live here. They gave us a new flat, here. Kali 
looked around, proud. 
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D3: 
Excerpt from Chapter 14: ‘Steam’ 
 
 ‘Let me to tell you,’ Kali says seriously, ‘You need to take care of yourself. You don’t eat meat 
and you’re not strong.’ 
‘You think eating meat will make me healthy?’ I ask, thinking about my problem. 
Kali frowns, ‘My dear, I know what healthy food is. People, they don't believe me, but I 
know. You know, the other day, my children’s teacher says to me that my children must to eat 
healthy, she asks me what do you give them to eat. I tell to her that I give them food from Africa. 
But my children don’t like this food. Now they want Maggi noodles and sandwiches. You know 
what she says me then? No you must to cook vegetables.  
Vegetables, Nina! I buy vegetables, my family do not eat them. I cook healthy but no one 
eats it. And No! teacher says, Spinach, broccoli, carrot, she says. My god, my god. But I do not know 
how to cook this,’ Kali lifts her hands up. ‘Steam the teacher says. Steam! My dear, I do not know 
what is steam. She says to me you must boil and take out the vegetables. Can you listen to this? 
Boiling has no flavour. I fry. That is how I cook.’ 
… 
I laugh. I had a similar experience. ‘You know, once, the Minister of Housing came to the 
Richmond flats I was volunteering next to. We were working in the clinic nearby and we were 
watching TV. We see him walking around this place, and it’s so ugly. There is nothing inside. It’s 
like all the furniture, they took it out for the camera. And he says, oh isn’t this amazing. Isn’t this 
wonderful. This place they give to you to live. You live in such a beautiful place. I nearly got up to walk down 
there. I wanted to say, Sir, would you like to move here with your children, if it’s that beautiful?’  
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Appendix 9: Examples of Interview Questions 
 
Language  
 
Do you often hear people speak in other languages? What do they sound like to you? Loud, 
quiet, angry? 
 
Do your children understand everything you say in your language? 
 
Have you experienced difficulties dealing with an emergency situation due to lack of 
knowledge about the culture or language issues? 
 
Does anyone try to learn English themselves? Have you been to the city library? What did you 
think? 
 
Do you have experiences misunderstanding Australians (particularly those with thick accents) 
because of the accent?  
 
What are your experiences with disruptions on public transport?  
Did anyone have to take a replacement bus? How did you find it? 
 
What was public transport like in your home country?  
 
Public transport 
 
What were your first experiences with the public transport system like? 
 
Have you been to Sunshine or Footscray railway station? How would you describe it? 
Beautiful? Ugly? How would you describe the view from the station to the city? 
 
Has anyone taken the bus? What was your first experience like? Did you find places easily? 
 
Do you have strange experiences on public transport/the bus? What happened? 
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Foreword 
 
 
 
 
What is written in the pages of this manuscript didn’t really happen – only some of it did. 
 
This book is fiction. I went about it a bit backwards though. I wrote it in three drafts: the first 
was through observation, the second used interviews and the third was after gaining some 
feedback. In it, there are people from various cultural backgrounds. Of these backgrounds, 
the Somali and Chilean group were not represented in feedback sessions. So, rather than 
starting with a true account and then fictionalising, as many writers of creative nonfiction do, 
I started with a fictional account and sprinkled some truth on top. It was an experiment – and 
very much the result of doctoral research. I wanted to see what changed in the book 
depending on the level of my involvement with the people represented.  
 
Admittedly, when I began this manuscript, I wanted to think that I would somehow crack the 
code for writing other people’s stories in the first person – that I would create some form of 
authenticity. But the truth is I found it difficult to write from the perspectives of the 
characters. I learned that the voice created is not the voices of the people interviewed – it is 
mostly my own. While observations, interviews and feedback provided some verisimilitude, I 
cannot replace the writer representing her/his own story. If I could re-write this manuscript I 
would change many things, but I feel it is important to preserve in this form as a research 
artefact.  
  
I want to thank all those who participated in the project from the bottom of my heart. Thank 
you for sharing your stories. Talking to you helped me to see deeper truths about the refugee 
and asylum seeker experience – truths that had previously remained out of the media and the 
public sphere. I learned that the everyday can be full of adversity, and that is not easy to see 
when you are standing from a place of privilege.  
 
I hope other people can learn from the stories you have told me as well.  
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PART I 
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Chapter 1: Casillero del Diablo 
 
Lucy 
 
My name is Lucia Maria Isabella Valenzuela.  
I go by Lucy.  
When I was six, not long after my family arrived in Australia, a girl in Bible class told me 
my name was evil. It was a small room at the back of a red brick church – one of those 
neighbourhood chapels adorned only with a simple wooden cross and a full parking lot. The 
room was decorated in woods and browns to match the carpet, which for some reason always 
seemed wet. The odour of rain and dust crept into my clothes where it burrowed like fleas. It was 
my third week, and English, while I could mould it to fit my purposes, did not always seem to 
hold its shape. The girl’s mouth didn’t open much when she talked. It was as if the words were 
meant to slide out like a piece of paper. She reminded me of Heidi the prairie girl from the 
American TV show, with two braids the colour of straw. She had an angelic, helpful look. I 
ignored her. Frustrated, she took out some crayons, and began to copy each biblical name she 
knew onto the blank page of a colouring book. She took up a red crayon, and carefully drew a 
line. She pulled her hand away and examined its edges, and then she looked at me. Bringing it 
back down again, she created an L. Then, she drew the next letter. And the next. She stopped at 
LUCI.  
‘Is this your name?’ she asked me.  
I sounded each letter out. ‘Yes,’ I said. 
She continued, adding FER, before looking up at me again. ‘Your name’s short for 
Lucifer,’ she said matter-of-factly as she checked me for horns.  
That night in the hostel was a long one. I slept fitfully, drawing the covers at each shadow 
cast on the stucco wall. As I cowered from the car lights that fell through my window and ran 
across the steel locker, I made a decision. The next day, I’d tell my mum to call me Maria. It is the 
second part of my name. It means Mother of Jesus.  
The next morning, I found her in the hostel kitchen, spreading Vegemite on toast. ‘Why?’ 
she asked, slamming the knife down.  
 ‘I’m named for the devil,’ I said.  
 My mum, a strict Catholic, mostly only on Sunday mornings, was not amused at the time. 
She’d spent yesterday morning listening to how she would burn for eternity for entirely reasonable 
transgressions, like shouting the Lord’s name when stubbing your toe. ‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ 
came her sharp reply, ‘you’re named after your father’s sister, your tia, Lucia.’ She snapped her 
fingers before my eyes, signalling the end of the discussion.  
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I had never heard of Tia Lucia. There were so many aunts, tias, and uncles, tios. And most 
weren’t even my aunts and uncles, just close family friends.  
Can names haunt you? I have come to believe that they can.  
Later that night, I was on the couch, eating my ice cream from my favourite plastic blue 
bowl, ignoring the adults who spoke in hushed whispers, when Tio Santi yelled, ‘They’ve sent 
them to spy on us!’ before trailing off into Spanish. He looked alarmed, his black moustache 
covering half his upper lip and slightly damp with sweat. ‘The Australian government are working 
with them.’ There was a moment’s pause. Then my parents scoffed. ‘Es la verdad,’ he said 
morosely, begging to be believed.  
‘It could be true,’ my father conceded, ‘they’re all those governments working together. 
How else they get here?’  
When they noticed me, they said, ‘What are you still doing here? Go to bed, Luicita, the 
adults are talking.’  
They added the –ita or –ito at the end of a word to mean darling, but it was usually to tell 
me I couldn’t do something. Still listening through the walls, I went to sleep to the inaudible song 
of a country I’d only left recently but was already forgetting. A word, my name, woke me that 
night. It was said with such veracity, such questioning. I still to this day don’t know why. The 
other words, I could hear them, but I couldn’t understand.  
 
… 
 
 ‘You know, Tia Ines’ father drove his car through a military barricade,’ my father says to me as he 
adjusts the volume on the TV. The Foreign Correspondent Special Report is on.  
Tia Ines never spoke about her father. She lives in New South Wales and comes to visit 
every few years. ‘Is this the start of a joke?’ I ask, tired of him leading into them this way.  
‘Joke?’ he snaps. ‘No, he really did. When did you get so sceptical? Jesus.’ He leans back, 
taking a sip of his wine. ‘There was a curfew just after the coup. Drank too much wine and didn’t 
see the blockade. Ines laughs about it now.’ He sets his glass back down. ‘It is what it is.’ 
‘You never told me that,’ I say, walking into the kitchen. I wonder how it came up. 
 Pa’s made dinner because I said I was dropping by. There is a tomato and onion salad 
with avocado, a bowl of tinned black olives on the table, and chacquican sitting on the stove. The 
mash of potato and pumpkin is almost fluoro, peppered with a charred protein that is 
unrecognisable. ‘Is there meat in this?’ 
‘Why would I put meat in that? You’re too sensitive today. I know you’re vegetarian. It’s 
fake meat. Renata left it for you last week.’  
I don’t trust him. When I first became a vegan he said the lentil stew had no meat. I 
tasted the smoky, salty texture that only ham leaves behind, but he insisted. I had three bowls.  
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Later I checked the bin and found a steaming bone. He still smirks when he tells people 
that I said they were the best lentils he ever cooked.  
‘Why you look at me like that for? I asked her to make it for you.’  
My pop met Renata at the September Festivals last year. She runs a bakery from her 
house. He’s been commissioning her to cook empanadas and other dishes for him ever since.  
I pick at the arms of the chair, clawed open by a succession of ill-fated cats. The newest 
one, a young black-and-white stray he found under a rental property, is eyeing my fingers 
suspiciously. Pa had kept all the furniture after Mum divorced him two years ago. She moved into 
her own place closer to work. I was already living on my own. I suppose that was their plan, 
divorce when the last one is out of the house. 
 ‘They sell Concha y Torro wine at the bottle-O there on the corner now,’ he tells me with a 
smile, rolling the bottom of the Casillero del Diablo carmenère around the red ring it’s left on the 
wooden table.  
A woman in a cleaner’s uniform is running across the TV screen, her head covered by a 
black wool jumper. She is wearing large, black orthopaedic shoes and large, thick optometric 
glasses. I can’t hear the reporter, but Pa has been absorbed in the newscast. 
 ‘Why are they chasing that abuelita? She obviously can’t run very fast,’ I laugh. It seems 
unnecessary, inhumane even, for reporters to bombard someone so old. 
‘Yeah, well, you know she wasn’t always a little old woman,’ he says, in a way that does 
not promise an explanation.  
‘Who then?’ 
‘Honey, I don’t know. Listen to the report if you’re interested.’  
His voice is dismissive. This was not an elderly woman on the television, but the blunted 
tip of a knife. Maybe I should have asked him about Tia Ines’ father.  
 The screen flashes to a shot of Bill Shorten in Parliament and my father snorts and takes 
a sip of wine. He’d read Andrew Bolt’s articles lately and I had the feeling I was being baited.  
‘I don’t want to hear it,’ I say.  
‘What do you mean?’ he sounds innocent. 
‘Whatever you read in the Herald-Sun.’ I feel guilty, for a moment I believe that he isn’t 
starting a political argument.  
‘Come on. You are no fun. You know, I used to be left like you. We’re all lefties when 
we’re young. It’s because we live in the present. We’re young. We don’t have a past. Older people, 
they have a past and they change,’ he says. 
‘I don’t think we’re talking about the same left,’ I quip back.  
He smiles, but when he speaks he looks serious. ‘No, of course not. We were socialistias. 
You think you’re a socialist because you joined some organisation at uni?’ 
‘It’s a communist organisation and yes, that is exactly what I think.’  
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‘It’s the same. No, it’s not, it’s similar. Look, what I’m saying is things don’t change that 
much. The left wants to spend the money on the people. The right wants to save money. When 
you have money, you’ll understand. If the left keeps going, we’ll have no money.’ He is gesturing 
at the TV and the image of Shorten addressing a union. Pa says, ‘I remember when Allende was in 
power and Castro came over. Then they couldn’t get rid of him. He was so happy to stay in 
another communist country. He was supposed to stay there for a week – he stayed for three 
months! It got to the point, you know, the people were booing him at baseball games, they were 
so sick of him.’  
He looks at the large steel refrigerator in the kitchen. ‘And someone sold me a 
refrigerator for fifty bucks,’ he says, laughing. ‘A refrigerator for fifty bucks, it was great. But they 
had stolen it from the factory. And no one had done anything about it. They were stealing 
everything and no one was stopping them. They said the factory belonged to them, you know. 
When I returned three years later and Pinochet was in power it was totally different. The military, 
they were in charge of everything. And I mean everything.’ He pressed a finger to the ring of wine 
and examined it, the stain spread across his skin. ‘Sometimes bodies of activists would appear in 
the Maipo river,’ he said quietly. ‘A lot of people had been disappeared.’ He wiped his hand on his 
jeans and went back to the TV. ‘You know, it is what it is.’ 
I watch him pour another glass of wine and set the bottle slightly turned to the red ring 
again. He is thinking about it, where to set it so he won’t make another ring. I leave it for a minute 
before taking the bottle and refilling my own glass. All I know of the regime is what people tell 
me, their elaborations mending stories like stitches in a worn quilt. 
He changes the channel. It’s another news report. Taking a sip I watch this old woman 
again, in slightly closer footage. She is hunched and greying, carrying a cleaner’s bucket. The 
protesters scream, ‘Murderer!’ ‘Asesino!’ ‘Where are they?’  
‘We will not forget nor will we forgive,’ a spokesperson says to the reporter, a handsome 
middle-aged man with a streak of grey in his jet-black hair.  
I know I should feel something. I watch my father, hoping to match his reaction, but he 
drinks more wine. For the first time he is silent. The landline rings and he lets it go for a few 
minutes.  
‘I’ll get it,’ I say, reaching for the phone. He seems sluggish, slow to react.  
It clicks, and I hear, ‘Hola, Lucita mi amor, que tal, mi amor?’ Tio Santi’s voice is slightly 
slurred and he sniffles, ‘Como estas su papa? Hm? Is he there? Can I speak to him? You good? That’s 
good. You are a good girl…’ he stops before saying my name.  
‘Okay, Tio, he’s right here.’ I motion towards the phone.  
Pa moves slowly and waits a moment before speaking. ‘Listen, Santi, Lucy is here right 
now, can I call you back when she leaves?’ 
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Chapter 2: To Melbourne Central 
 
 
Lucy 
 
Sometimes, when it rains or it’s too hot, the trains break down. They bring out the older tin trains, 
where the seats crowd the passengers into each other. This train shakes like a sealed tin over a fire. 
Memories loosen. Some become lost, sinking to the bottom of my conscious mind while others 
bubble to the surface. We are screaming towards the city. The seats have recently been 
reupholstered an electric blue. They line the aisle like a cog’s teeth, empty save for a few school 
kids. 
The pit of my stomach still feels the sediment of the night before. After I got home from 
Pa’s I finished off a box I’d been working on, the stale smell of the fridge in each glass.  
First time I had goon I was 15. At my friend Sasha’s house. I was always a little jealous of 
Sasha. Mostly her hair. My mother made me cut mine. She said it would grow better. Sasha’s 
didn’t. She had long, dark hair that fell around her sharp features like velvet curtains.  
I stood in the hall that day, afraid to enter in case Sasha’s parents knew what we were up 
to. She had a small two-bedroom wood board house. The hall could barely contain us standing 
side by side. Sasha handed me a rectangular box wrapped in a picnic blanket. I could feel the 
liquid inside shifting its weight.  
‘Lucita, mira, did you tell your parents los invitamos a cenar?’ her mother yelled from the 
sitting room. Sasha’s Peruvian parents wanted my parents over for dinner. They wanted more 
people to speak Spanish to.  
But an energy had been building inside of Sasha. The chiquita flaca concealed lightning. 
‘Leave her alone. Why can’t you just speak English?’ she hit out at them.  
They stopped speaking and looked at her as if they needed to confirm with each other 
what they had heard. When her mother stood up, Sasha straightened her back ready to strike 
again. ‘My teacher told me if you hit me, I need to call police.’  
The glass in her mother’s hand would have slipped and fallen to the floor if she hadn’t 
tightened her grip in anger a few seconds later. ‘Who said I was going to hit you, I never hit you,’ 
her mother said, her hand on the shoulder of Sasha’s shirt. She shoved Sasha into her room, 
locking the door behind her. The door cracked under the weight of Sasha’s fists on the other side.  
Her father shook his head at the end of the hall. His voice was distant, echoing through 
the corridor. ‘It’s like they’re watching us through our children.’  
It was as though I were an adult in whom he could confide.  
‘This is the way it is here, the children feel that their English gives them power over their 
parents. They don’t respect us.’  
I didn’t understand what he meant. I pondered it as I walked into the night air with the 
box, leaving their screen door open to the mosquitoes.  
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Around the corner, I saw a figure rushing towards me. Sasha caught up with me and 
smiled. Her parents couldn’t touch her now.  
We carried the box to the gardens along Napier Street. It was one of those hot summer 
nights where you don’t sleep unless your family has air con. It was a small strip of parkland, with a 
single bench and tree, and a statue of man shedding his work gear. People were out and about late 
into the night, walking or riding through the winding footpath, stumbling home from the Napier 
Hotel. Some stared at us as we giggled uncontrollably at the square-shaped blanket, others seemed 
not to be able to see us at all. It felt like we had stolen adulthood the way Prometheus had stolen 
fire.  
It must have been only an hour or two later when we were approached by a man in a suit. 
We sat up and I slipped the goon behind the tree. He asked us what we were doing as though he 
were in on the joke. When we didn’t answer he moved closer.  
‘Do you mind if I sit with you?’ he asked, carefully bringing himself down onto the grass 
a few metres away.  
In the lamplight I could make out wet stains on his lapel. I nudged Sasha and she looked 
up at me from the grass she was pulling. Her nails had begun to turn green and she still clasped a 
chunk.  
The man was waiting for a response. ‘You’re a quiet little thing, aren’t you?’ he said to 
Sasha, lifting himself up again with his forearms and dragging his crossed legs forward until he 
was only centimetres from Sasha’s face. He lifted himself up again and there was a whiff of stale 
beer and body odour.  
Sasha threw the grass in his face, screamed, and we ran. When I remember the story, I 
can’t remember how he looked or how we got home. Only the sweet, damp smell of wine on 
Sasha’s breath as we stopped running and faced each other.  
… 
 
The train’s air-conditioning is too cold. I try to bury the tips of my fingers in my crossed 
arms, but I still feel the air on my cheek. Behind me, some kids are having a conversation.  
‘And V-Line trains are fuckin’ scary though, mate. They come at you, bro,’ one says, 
holding his skateboard between his legs. 
  ‘Yeah, they’re scary as,’ his friend responds.  
  ‘I just don’t go near ’em, mate. I hear ’em comin’ and I’m like, fuck off fuck off fuck 
off…’ 
 ‘And this cunt thinks it’s fuckin’ funny,’ he says. 
  ‘It’s funny as,’ he laughs back at him. 
  The announcement over the intercom interrupts them. This is the … Greensborough line … 
going direct to …. Greensborough. 
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 ‘It’s not fuckin’ funny,’ he sulks. 
The doors open to the empty station. As they begin to close a hand reaches in jumping 
the sensors and re-opening them. A young girl emerges. She’s school age, but not in a uniform 
and she looks like she’s been sleeping in the sand. She stomps past. The carriage seems to vibrate 
with each step, which is impressive because her shoes are missing. She stops beside me and eyes 
me as though I may have taken something from her.  
‘You got a phone?’ she blurts out.  
I reach into my purse and pull it out. She takes it and sits down next to me as she dials 
the number.  
 She says, ‘My purse, it’s stolen. I got on the wrong train. I need to call my boyfriend,’ as 
she watches the iPhone screen. ‘Hello?’ she screams into the phone, ‘Where are you? I said where 
are you?’  
I look at a businessman sitting in front of me, his legs extended towards me in the aisle. 
The phone is shoved back in my face and she says, ‘He’s on the next train,’ before turning to go. I 
wipe the screen on my jeans and replace it in my purse. But she doesn’t go, she waits for a minute 
and then falls down onto the seat across the aisle from me and buries her head her hands. 
‘Where are your shoes?’ I ask. 
‘I don’t know,’ she says, removing a bangle from her wrist and throwing it at the inter-
carriage doors.  
Just then, a large man pries the doors open with a hand that is already occupied with a 
notepad and paper. There is a whoosh as the air momentarily blows through. He is dressed all in 
black with a netted vest that is covered in pockets. The white fluoro across his back says authorised 
officer. In the other hand, he is holding a pair of red pumps.  
He approaches us and the girl pretends not to notice, but I am staring at the shoes and 
trying not to laugh. He stands over her. ‘Are these yours?’ he asks. ‘Found them on the platform 
at Maribyrnong.’ 
  At first she seems confused, but then she grabs them and throws them down under the 
seat. ‘I don’t want them. They hurt my feet.’  
Unfazed, he sighs and gets down on one knee so he can look at her. ‘Now can I ask how 
old you are, love?’ 
‘Fifteen.’ 
‘And what’s your name?’ He leans in closer. 
‘Valley.’ 
I gesture that we’re together. He ignores me. ‘Valley, that’s not a name, that’s a place,’ he 
says laughing. 
She is defiant. ‘It’s a name. It’s my name.’ 
‘Do you have some ID, Valley?’ 
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She demands, ‘Why you need ID? You didn’t ask for a ticket. Why you want my ID?’ I 
shift uncomfortably. ‘You’re not a cop,’ she says, her voice seething. 
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Chapter 3: Christmas 
 
Amar 
 
When people ask, I tell them I arrived at Christmas. Only Christmas is an island, where I spent 
the last two years. They always understood the joke because they too arrived at Christmas. As I 
left the detention centre in Curtin early yesterday morning, I wondered what to tell Melbourne 
when I greeted it. 
A crowd is gathered behind the long, white barrier of the airport lounge. Anxious visitors 
are seeking their loved ones. I don’t know who I am supposed to meet, or what I am supposed to 
do. I feel like I have prepared the last two years to come here, but for the first time, no one is 
expecting me.  
‘Amar?’ a man calls to me from behind the crowd, a clipboard held tightly in his hand. He 
is comparing it to me. I walk to him, my hand extended reluctantly.  
‘Good to meet you.’ He clasps my hand. ‘I’m Clinton, your caseworker … for now,’ he 
laughs. ‘They change our clients all the time. You’ll see. Come on, man, I’ll take you to your flat.’ 
He waves the clipboard towards the glass doors leading out into the street.  
‘Australians are very casual,’ he explains as he starts his car. His hand feels for the 
emergency break. His head cranks around towards the back and his eyes are momentarily visible 
in the side mirror. ‘I think we were taught to call people Mister or Missus in English, or something 
like that. No. Here, you call them by their first names. It’s very … informal,’ he says, pulling out a 
cigarette. ‘You don’t mind if I speak English, do you?’ he says, removing his car lighter. ‘I speak 
Arabic, but I prefer English. It says on your form that you can speak English too.’  
A puff of smoke emerges. The window buzzes and quivers as it fitfully retracts into the 
door.  
I nod. ‘Yes. English is okay.’  
Clinton looks at the clipboard in his lap. I don’t recognise the form. Medical care. Family. 
Visa applications. Statements. Testimonials. So many forms. They are more you to Australia than 
you are. I can see I had written Architect under job. Sometimes I am an architect, but I am not 
even sure that that is the word for what I did. And there is no room to be more than one thing on 
these lines. So I am one thing. This day I am an architect. My birthdate, because it is written the 
American way, with the month and date reversed, is 09/04/78. This is the way I will have to write 
it from now on, my Australian birthday. But there is something unfamiliar. An address scribbled 
on a yellow piece of paper, attached to it. It says, Gordon Street. Footscray. #128. 
I look out the window, to see the city, the buildings. Much flatter than I thought they 
would be. A group of tall buildings is huddled around the centre. In the distance, only a few 
similar concrete blocks appear in clusters of four, turned slightly away from each other, forever in 
disagreement. I wonder at how the windows, an even grid, can all be closed in this heat. The roofs 
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are topped with barbed wire. There are no clothes hanging from the windows, no balconies, no 
plants, no colours to draw attention to, just concrete.  
When Clinton parks, it is before one of these structures. Brick and wood board buildings 
line the streets. But this building is alone. It sits in a yellowing park with an empty children’s 
playground. Clinton waves a key chain in front of the intercom. Two large glass doors open, and 
we enter a room with a television and couch, and a security office encased in safety glass. The 
television is blinking and a man sits before it. His eyes only slightly move towards us. The news 
reporters sound both monotonous and urgent, promising more after the break. 
As we go through the second set of glass doors to the lift, Clinton says, ‘You have a 
flatmate. His name is Basel. I know him well. We are both from Sudan. He’s good. And you have 
another, Abraham. The flat is on level twelve.’  
One light flickers in the lift, and the mirror behind us is scratched and tagged. I turn to 
look at my reflection. The face that stares back at me is tired and unkempt. I thought I looked 
well when I left.  
The hall is filled with doors, each painted a different colour. We pass them, red, blue, 
green, and stop at the grey door.  
‘Hey, man, take those in with you, don’t leave them out,’ Clinton says as he notices me 
removing my shoes. He pulls out a key ring with two keys from his pocket. It had a round, blue 
plastic tag with 128 written on it. He checks it in the door and, finding it locked, uses the smaller 
key. He moves it around in the lock for a minute before it finally gives way and it pops open. ‘You 
don’t know what happens to your shoes out here,’ he says as he walks inside. 
‘I just remembered,’ he says once we arrive inside, ‘you ticked the box that says religion is 
not an issue,’ he says in Arabic, apologetically.  
His Arabic is not easy to understand. It is neither of our first languages.  
I try my English, ‘I don’t care. Muslim, Christian, it’s all okay.’ I’ve never lived with a 
Christian before, but this is a nice flat and I am happy for anything. ‘I am religious, but I am not 
that kind of religious that I do not like other religions.’ I pause. ‘Do I make sense?’  
 ‘It’s okay, man, whatever you like,’ Clinton laughs.  
In the hall, a pair of the large plastic thongs sit, designed with an Australian flag. I set my 
shoes next to them. Before this day, I thought I had large feet, but these are the largest I’ve seen. I 
walk into the living room, which is open plan, so it is also the kitchen. White is not a good colour 
for the room. The building has aged. Parts of the walls are turning yellow or scratched. It smells 
like cigarettes and old coffee.  
Before the open refrigerator stands Clinton, who begins to list what is inside. ‘The basics,’ 
he says. ‘Milk, bread, tomato sauce.’ He opens a cupboard next to it and points inside. ‘Coffee, 
tea, sugar.’  
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The tea is in a yellow box that says, black tea and it is white on the cover. Milk in tea, I 
find so funny. He pulls out a black plastic container with a bright yellow label and a red lid and 
laughs quietly. ‘Vegemite. You know Vegemite?’ 
‘Yes, I know,’ I say. 
He smiles widely. ‘And you like it?’ 
He must have read my face, because he laughs again and opens the container, showing 
me its contents. The scent of old yeast wafts. He leans in to smell it and makes a disgusted face, 
showing it to me again. It is nearly empty and the sides have been scraped clean.  
‘You have it on toast. Basel, it looks like he likes Vegemite.’ 
‘Yes,’ I smile. 
‘I hate it,’ he replaces the lid and puts it back in the cupboard. ‘Your new room,’ he says, 
walking back into the hallway.  
The room is hot, stuffy. A mattress lies against the wall and some blankets are heaped on 
the floor. He walks to the window and pushes it open about a centimetre. The hot air rushes in as 
though he has switched on vented heating. He quickly shuts it and pulls down the shade. Poor 
design, I think, if the windows were built inward, with a projection over them ... but I stop myself. 
I can’t fix these buildings. I look at the room’s furniture: a lone chair, a short wooden dresser with 
three drawers and two full black bin bags. I notice a card that says welcome in several different 
languages. I pick it up and read it. There is a mark on the bottom. I lean in to read the signature.  
Sounding out each of the letters, I say ‘Sister Mary.’  
‘Ah yes, the Sisters. Very nice women. Very nice. They gave you that,’ Clinton says. ‘And 
those.’ He points to the bin bags. He pushes the mattress down and it falls onto the carpet. A 
wave of dust hits me. He walks to a plastic bag and rips it open, pulling out clothes. He shows 
them to me, one by one, tossing each item on the bed. ‘From the Salvos,’ he says. ‘A good place 
to get clothes.’  
He hands me a blue wool jumper. There is no need for a jumper with the sun outside, but 
I hold it up to my shoulders. It’s a little short, but might fit.  
I flinch. ‘Smells like mould.’  
‘Looks good on you,’ he laughs.  
I fold it and leave it on the dresser to throw it away later.  
When he has shown me the rest of the flat, Clinton takes me outside and we walk 
alongside the traffic for twenty minutes. We arrive at a large, deep-red building.  
‘Your new school, mate,’ he says. Neighbourhood house is written on a black bar along the 
side. ‘You can go next week. Your class is on Saturdays.’ He pauses and adds, ‘If you feel like it.’  
I nod, imagining myself in the classroom. I wonder what classes they have, what I can 
learn to do. He leads me away without taking me inside.  
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He is motioning for me to lead the way back to the flat. ‘You were in the detention centre 
on Christmas Island,’ he says to me as we arrive back to my room. I lift the closed blinds. ‘You are 
very lucky. The people that arrive now, they won’t let them in. They keep them on Nauru Island. I 
hear stories, people waiting two, even three years in detention.’  
I nod.  
‘You are very lucky, my friend,’ he says to me again, placing his hand on my shoulder. I 
thank him.  
He continues to explain, but I’m preoccupied with the window. I pound my fist against it 
trying to get it to open. The metal bars on either side are bent slightly and a thick steel bolt holds 
them in place. I hit it again and then examine the bolts. They’ve been tightened and are built to 
open only so far.  
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Chapter 4: White 
 
Amar 
 
The classroom is cool in the hot weather. I have the feeling I am in a basement. It must be the 
brick and mortar in the walls. The detention centres were made from steel and canvas and wood. 
Depending on the weather, sometimes it was worse inside.  
‘When did you arrive?’ The teacher asks me. There is something American in her accent 
and the loudness of her expression. She is standing before me and I turn to face her, drawing my 
hand away from the wall. 
‘Christmas,’ I laugh.  
She shifts her feet and coughs. ‘When?’ 
‘Oh, when, one week ago. My English is not so good, Missus …’  
‘Not Missus. Pam. Just Pam. And you are?’ 
‘Amar.’ 
She eyes a form that she has in front of her and asks me to look at the worksheet. I had 
not realised there is a paper before me. I turn and notice everyone is trying to read it. Some are 
holding it in the air. An elderly African woman has it on the desk and has brought her face so 
close to it that it is touching her nose. She lifts her head up with a groan and waves her hand in 
the air to say she has had enough, then leans back in her seat with her arms crossed. Two men 
who appear to be Indonesian are whispering to each other.  
I can understand bits of the conversation. It takes me back to my time in Indonesia. 
Places are like that, they do not leave you. You are forever wishing they were on the other side of 
a door.  
I remember the conversation around white, plastic tables in a Bandung cafe that changed 
my life. My cousins Fatim and Hashim were sitting at an adjoining table, smoking. It was a hot, 
muggy, volatile day. We had been told to go with the Sri Lankans, that Indonesians may take your 
money and cheat you. One stood up and said he couldn’t help us. But we knew they knew a boat 
was leaving next week and there was room. My fist came down hard, splitting the plastic tabletop. 
Everyone went silent. We examined the break in the table. Hashim looked around to see if anyone 
had witnessed it. We knew the owner, and I felt bad, but I couldn’t pay for it. Unfolding my 
napkin, I placed it on the crack, moving my cup over it carefully. Suddenly we all burst into 
laughter. Two weeks later, Hashim and Fatim disappeared.  
‘Amar? You ’right?’ Pam asks me. She is standing over me and turns the paper to face 
her.  
‘I do not know,’ I say. 
‘You ’right?’  
‘Yes,’ I straighten up.  
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 ‘Yes? Do you understand what we are doing? How is your English?’ Pam asks. I don’t 
know which question to answer. 
‘Yes,’ I smile. 
She shifts her weight and looks at me quizzically. ‘What did you do before you came to 
English class? You came late.’  
I sigh. ‘Nothing, Teacher.’  
‘Nothing?’ she says, crossing her arms.  
‘I cannot work. I no have money. Nothing. I do nothing. I am not a refugee, I am asylum 
seeker. I can do nothing,’ I say. I plant my feet on the ground and sit up straight. I feel like a child 
again, answering my school teacher. 
Pam says, ‘Everybody in this room is an asylum seeker. Be patient, that’s all you can do 
right now. Be patient and come to class.’ It sounds rehearsed. Patience is what they tell us. It is all 
I have ever heard since arriving on Christmas Island. There are scripted answers, and these are 
delivered easily and without hesitation.  
‘This class is one day week?’ I ask, annoyed.  
Pam turns the paper back around and pushes it towards me. ‘Every Friday morning. 
Eight am. Please, try to do your work.’  
It is a black-and-white photocopy of a bus schedule. Pam addresses the class, ‘Look at the 
bus schedule,’ and writes arrives on the board. ‘What time does the bus arrive? Read the schedule.’  
‘Ten:ten,’ I answer. 
‘Maybe,’ another student smiles. ‘Or may be ten:twelve, or maybe ten:twenty, or maybe 
never.’ 
The class is laughing but Pam doesn’t seem to understand.  
‘Maybe,’ he explains to her, ‘the bus is late.’  
I have seen this old man in my building. Basel told me that he has a younger wife and 
three young children. His wife is in her late 20s, takes them for walks, and sometimes he’ll join 
them. A boy and two girls, they run ahead through the park, jumping on the plants to gather 
sticks. His name is Silvio.  
Pam nods at him, her voice quickening. ‘The bus drivers say the bus can be late but never 
early.’ 
‘Why is this?’ Silvio asks. 
Pam answers, ‘They’ll miss the people who have arrived on time.’  
Silvio is still standing, adopting a professorial pose. ‘But why sometimes they don’t 
come?’  
Pam says, ‘Sometimes they cancel the bus so that they don’t have to report the bus was 
late.’ It seems she can feel the conversation getting away from her. 
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‘But you say the bus can be late,’ Silvio continues, brushing his greying hair out of his 
eyes. 
‘Sometimes the bus is so late that it is better to cancel the bus. Sometimes the buses don’t 
work and they cancel them,’ she says. 
‘But how do we know?’ Silvio is looking for an answer that he knows she cannot give 
him. He seems to getting her off of her script. 
Pam turns to the whiteboard and writes an internet address. ‘The phone has an 
application that lets you check the times.’  
‘I sign this application?’ Silvio jokes.  
The class laughs again, but this does not impress Pam.  
‘Silvio, I know you want to teach the class and one day I may let you. I could use some 
leave. But, please, try and concentrate, mate.’  
He smiles and extends his hand as though it were an invitation. ‘Please,’ he says, taking 
his seat again. 
I am not laughing. My head is ringing, and I am holding it in my hands and rubbing my 
brow. Midnight. They told my cousins and me we had to be to the boat on the beach at midnight. 
We made our way to the beach town ourselves. We argued over whether it was the right one. We 
went to the beach where we were supposed to meet the next night, took a walk in the cool 
morning air, before the sun rose overhead and it was painful to step into the light. Not late. No 
one will wait for you. Fatim and Hashim wanted to be early. They said, ‘How can it be bad if we 
are early?’ 
‘You know, I think this timetable does not help us,’ I say absentmindedly to Pam. I put 
the paper down, dropping my hand atop it. ‘The buses, where they stop, they don’t follow any 
timetable. Like if you have a timetable, sometimes they are on time, sometimes maybe they are an 
hour and half late, sometimes before.’ There are nods and laughter from the class. ‘You don’t 
know. Maybe you spend one hour waiting for the bus. There is no … cover? Overhead. The 
infrastructure is bad maybe. So you wait, on the outside and maybe with the sun and it’s hot, 
killing the time.’  
‘Is this on the exam? When do we get our last exam back, Teacher?’ Silvio calls out. 
Pam is shifting uncomfortably. She responds to Silvio and leaves my comment alone. 
When she talks to him, I cannot understand all of what Pam says, but I hear a word I have not 
heard in a long time. 
‘Say that again.’ The sharpness of my voice surprises me.  
Pam says, ‘You have to white to get them back? But you don’t have any examinations, so 
don’t worry about that. This is your first day, Amar.’ 
I run my fingers backwards to frontwards through my hair and wince. ‘You say white?’ 
‘Wait. It means be patient,’ she says. 
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‘Like a colour?’ 
Pam makes the word again – it makes a rolling sound.  
I say the word to myself exactly as she says it. ‘How do Americans say it?’ I ask.  
She tilts her head to the side and studies me. She thinks for a minute and says, 
‘Something like weight, maybe.’ 
I remember the boat, the smell of urine and sweat and half-dried fish. I was lying, 
shoulder to shoulder with people, towards the wall. People fit sideways. This was only possible 
because some were standing. It was hot in the light, and we were lucky to have shade for as long 
as we could keep still. A man stood over me, pushing bodies aside with his runners. We had 
spoken only the day before, in broken English. He told me my English was good, the best he had 
heard. ‘We need you,’ he said. I wondered why he needed my English.  
Out of the stairs I blocked the sun with my arm. I was ushered to the front by what 
seemed like hundreds of hands. It was strange that no one was lying down or sitting, all standing. 
Above the heads a navy vessel sat in the water, moving up and down. I wondered if we were 
bouncing, or if I didn’t notice it anymore. And then I couldn’t stop staring. When you are tired, 
some things seem normal until you realise they are not. I thought I was losing my mind, I hadn’t 
had a drink of water in two days. I should have known, there was yelling above deck but I had 
thought it was because another fight that had broken out. I told one or two people that my 
English was good. I did not expect it to be the best. Maybe it’s the way words change as they pass 
through people.  
I shielded my eyes from the sun to get a view. The navy vessel sat on the water metres 
from us. It was large and empty except for a neat row of military men on the bow, like toys, 
perfectly still. ‘Australian,’ they yelled behind me. The soldiers did not look like I imagined 
Australians to look, large, healthy, sunburnt men. As my eyes adjusted, I realised that some were 
women. They appeared more as though they had been working in an office, rather than on the 
ocean. A man stood off the side with a megaphone, his voice barking what sounded like a single 
order, over and over again. I tried to make sense of it. 
‘But what are they saying?’ a man asked me. 
‘Tell them to be quiet,’ I said. ‘I cannot hear.’  
‘White!’ he called. ‘White! Please!’  
The sailors had begun to move. Their hands were stretched out in a way that said stop. 
‘What is he saying, Amar?’ he asked me again.  
Around me they became quiet, but some repeated the word again.  
‘He is saying white, because they are white,’ I said, waving and smiling, leaning over the 
boat. ‘Yes, white.’ 
‘Why-tie!’ The voice was loud, angry, urgent. Then there was silence, muffled crying and 
the booming English from the microphone. ‘Sit down,’ they said again and again. ‘Sit down.’ 
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I realise Pam is standing over me. I am laughing quietly to myself.   
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Chapter 5: Gold 
 
Nina 
 
It’s one of those days when the sun hides her mornings. I awoke and the outside told me it was 
noon, though the clock had barely struck seven in the morning. I don’t like to miss the mornings. 
Usually I am up with dawn.  
I make myself a coffee and settle on the couch facing the balcony. Over the green plastic 
barrier, I can see the city in the distance, clear now and buildings sparkling.  
The phone rings. It’s my daughter, Talia. My iPhone slips down my cheek but I can still 
hear Talia’s heavy breath as she bounces her infant, Grace. ‘What do you mean you’re upset you 
slept in?’ she says as I catch the phone.  
‘I like the morning,’ I say.  
‘Seven is not late. Anyway, there’ll be another one tomorrow, Mum,’ she laughs.  
‘We had a fantasy coming to Australia,’ I say, tilting the phone and setting it to speaker. 
‘The western world shining and everything just gold. I like to see it, all the light the hits the city.’ 
‘That new flat has made you strange,’ she says, absentmindedly. 
‘I worked hard to be here.’ I say, offended. ‘I never had a flat I like so much as this. 
People don’t tell you the truth about the reality of living in the West. They say to you, oh, everything 
is going to be alright. But, no, everything is not going to be alright. You have to find your way.’  
I set the phone down on the table and look out at the park from the window. The colour 
is beginning to turn because of the heat, patches the shade of eggshells.  
‘But you like it here, and there is plenty of space. We’re building a bungalow out back,’ I 
can hear Talia plead from the speaker.  
‘I don’t need a big space. I like it here,’ I yell into the receiver as I take the phone up 
again. ‘You know, when I first came to Australia in the nineties, they sent me to Brisbane. It was a 
small basement room. It was very clean, only dark and far from the city. There wasn’t much to do, 
I didn’t speak much English, didn’t have anywhere to go. But the worst part was the TV. I know 
that sounds silly, but I was afraid of being murdered because of this TV. You know, when I was 
young, I never had the fear. I was a risk taker, it was my character. I was never afraid of anything. 
I left home and went to live in Cairo by myself. A woman by herself in the big city of Cairo. I had 
a TV there. It had an antenna and one of those knobs you use to change the channel. And they 
told us about Australia. Kangaroos. All white people, and a woman named Pauline Hanson that 
didn’t want black people to come to Australia. Can you imagine?’ I laugh.  
‘Mum, you want a TV?’  
‘… So I came to my first Australian room and there was the TV, the exact same as Cairo, 
the exact same as you get in Africa. I could not believe it. That knob that you turn to change the 
channel. Just like in Africa. I remember I saw it and thought, I came all this way and the TV is the 
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same. I was able to get only two channels working and one channel, ABC, wasn’t working proper. 
So I just watched TV. Every day, the same TV programs. I sat there, from morning until night, 
the light outside fading. But the worst part of the day was Australia’s Most Wanted program on 
Channel 7. This was a killing program, it showed you the people that murdered other people. And 
when I saw that I was just feeling absolutely horrified. I ended up not sleeping for three months. 
Six o’clock come around in the morning and I’m still up. Finally, I said that is it. I need to go out 
of the house, talk to people. My English was getting better with all that TV. I started trying to find 
work.’ I think about it. It is good now. But it is hard to explain my feeling. What I felt then, what I 
feel now.  
Talia is laughing. ‘Oh, Mum, no no no! Not Australia’s Most Wanted!’ 
‘That wasn’t even the worst part. You know how I thought, when I get there, the TVs 
will be all new? I thought the Australian ladies would sit me down and say, oh, how are you? How was 
your journey? Would you like some tea? But I learned quickly that no one is going to sit you down and 
say I will make a tea for you, your life must be hard, let me make you some tea. It was hard, but I found my 
way. I’ll find my way now. You’ll see.’ 
‘Mum, it’s not the same. You’re sick now. What if you can’t work? How will you afford 
that flat?’ 
I feel a pain in my stomach and sit down next to the phone. ‘My dear. You don’t know 
that. Doctor hasn’t said anything.’ 
‘He did, Mum. He said you have to get it cut out.’ 
‘Every day you call me, you ask me to live with you. No, I don’t want to live in Berwick. I 
live in Collingwood. I work in the city. It’s too far for me to go. Everything is twenty minutes 
walking from here. Why do I want to go out maybe one maybe two hours away by train and bus 
when I can walk anywhere?’  
‘But friends, Mum. Who do you talk to? You are next to the commission buildings. I 
worry about you.’ 
‘The houses in this neighbourhood cost millions of dollars for a two-bedroom. You think 
they want to rob me? There is nothing wrong with the commission buildings. Plenty of people 
live in those buildings, some you know.’ 
‘I’m not saying that. It’s just some people do drugs around there.’ 
‘You worry too much, it’s fine. I don’t even go near there.’  
 
  
 177 
 
Chapter 6: Take Me to the City 
 
Nina 
 
I love to walk through the Arthurton Gardens. I love it. It’s so beautiful, the trees in summer. It’s 
funny, but it’s the first time I’ve known someone in these flats. Sure, I’ve seen commission flats 
before, they’re all over the city. But these four tall, grey high-rise flats seem to grow from the 
grass. There is a broken neon sign with the words my home that has been placed on the north wall 
of one of them. Who put it there, I wonder? 
I met Kali in my Hospitality Certificate III course three weeks ago, but already I feel like 
we are family. You cannot get a job in Australia without a certificate, and there are certificates for 
everything: childcare, working in the community, working with food, English, management, even 
to make coffee you should have a certificate. I have been working in hospitality for one year, and 
they told me I needed to get another certificate. It was a new job and I didn’t want to make them 
angry with me. I like it, it pays more than the factories.  
Outside the flats, I dial the number into the intercom system, but there is so much static I 
almost don’t recognise Kali’s voice.  
‘Kali? This Khadija? Hello?’ I say. 
‘Yeaaaaaaahhhh?’  
‘You want me to come up or you come down here?’  
‘Come up,’ it mechanically whispers before buzzing. ‘Open?’  
There are large glass protections everywhere. Behind me the glass door shuts, the guard 
to the left of me is behind a glass wall and counter, in front of me is another glass door. The 
guard slips a form under a circular opening in the glass. He is watching the news on the small 
flatscreen television attached to the wall. All day the news has been showing the protest in the 
city. The guard buzzes me through the second glass security door, his eyes still on the images of 
protesters and counter-protesters and police on horses. When he looks at me for the first time, I 
can see that he is tired, with wrinkles like webs in his eyes. I thank him, and he smiles before 
turning back to the flatscreen. The wrinkles disappear as he smiles. Sometimes a thank you is all it 
takes to make a person happy. 
The lobby smells of cleaning chemicals. There is no air in here so the smells wait with 
you. I press the button and try not to breathe. The air gives me a headache. So many chemicals 
here. In the food, in the cleaning, the air. When the lift opens I see that they have just polished the 
steel panel inside, leaving just scratching and bits of paint where graffiti used to be. Chemicals 
always leave traces.  
Before my level, the lift doors open. I recognise my friend Sisi standing outside. She is 
almost as tall as me, her hair is done in long, red-and-brown Senegalese twists tied back with a 
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black-and-white headscarf. I know her from the markets. She makes clothes and sells them there, 
or she sends them back to Ghana to her family.  
‘Hello, Nina,’ she says, reaching into the lift and hugging me. Little fingers are curled 
around the door near our knees. ‘I cannot go in, I’m going down.’  
‘That’s okay. I know you want to get the next one because you don’t like me,’ I tease her. 
‘No, no,’ she laughs. ‘I want to go to find a new place to live, and so I have to return this 
form today, but it is okay. I go with you up.’  
Her red-and-yellow wraparound skirt waves in the airless room. Behind it, her youngest 
girl is hugging her leg. That one is very sweet, but can’t be away for her mother even though she 
already has five years. In Sisi’s hand, she has a folder that is filled with papers and tied together 
with a rubber band.  
‘Where you want to live?’ I ask. 
‘Anywhere. Anywhere that they give it me.’  
‘Why? You don’t like it here?’  
‘No, I like this place. My daughter, she has asthma. I think this building is not good for 
her. I don’t know why the air is not good. I think people are all the time smoking. She has 
problems with the air and has to go to hospital. Now she is afraid to leave me. And your 
building?’  
‘My building is new. They built it for rich people but they have to leave some flats for 
public housing. It’s not like this.’ 
‘That’s good. Good,’ Sisi says. ‘But some people I hear they have a house from 
government. I would like a house, maybe in Sunshine.’  
I know that she’ll go to housing to request the new house. Maybe they will give her a 
place far from the city, in Sunshine, and I will not see her again, but it will take years before the 
application is processed. Some suburbs are so far from here. 
 At my floor, she says, ‘You pray for me, yeah? I hope I can find a house.’  
‘I will. Next time I’m at the church,’ I laugh as the door shuts.  
Kali leaves her screen door opened, and when I walk in Zachie, her youngest son, is 
holding a broken mobile. He is small for his age, you can still pick him up, though he is nearly 
four. He pulls at his dinosaur shirt, and the shirt collar is stretched half way down to his chest.  
‘You take me to the city,’ he says to me.  
I laugh. ‘I take you to city? Why? Why I take you and not your brothers? Not your sister? 
Not your mother? Just you?’  
‘I’m go with you,’ he says. 
‘Why you want to come with us?’ I say. ‘Huh? Why?’  
His father, Elias, sees him and smiles. ‘What this?’ He raises his shoulders like the boy 
and drops them again. ‘Huh? What this?’ He does it again. ‘You boy or you girl? Huh? Huh?’ He 
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turns to me and introduces himself in Swahili. Elias puts him down and then continues in English. 
‘But this boy, I tell you, always he is breaking mobiles, iPhone, iPad, and he wants come into city. 
He will break the tram if he goes.’  
He is laughing, but Zachie has gone into the hallway and he is looking out, his angry face 
half behind the doorframe. 
Kali says, ‘Zachie doesn’t like it when you speak Swahili because he does not speak 
Swahili. Only English. And Nina doesn’t speak Swahili so why you speak it?’  
But he responds to her in Swahili.  
‘I don’t care,’ Kali says. ‘Zachie understands Swahili but he will not speak it.’ 
I walk around and shake hands with Elias’ friends, Faraji, Basel and Okot.  
‘You, Nina, you speak English?’ Basel asks me. I nod.  
Kali interrupts. ‘When Zachie was in grade three his teacher says he must to speak 
English. You know, Nina, when I was in school, I spoke Swahili or they come beat me. Now him, 
he must speak English? This is at home, this is not school. At home we do not speak Swahili. We 
do not speak English. We speak home language.’ She laughs. 
‘What is home language?’ I ask. 
‘Swaliglish,’ Elias says, ‘Swahili-English. Who speaks Swahili in Australia, huh?’  
Elias asks Faraji, Basel and Okot if they want food and they wave their hands no. He 
walks to the fridge and pulls out four beers. He puts them on the table, opening each and passing 
them around. Basel refuses, so it sits on the table.  
The room is filled with three black sofas from the Salvos, and a new green one that was 
just bought. A computer is sitting on a large speaker next to a flatscreen TV. Elias goes to the 
computer and turns on some Kenyan hip-hop, which blasts through the TV. The screen goes 
blank. Eventually Kali takes control of the TV and puts on a Nigerian drama with the sound off, 
and somehow Elias’ music is still pumping through the speakers. I can understand the movie over 
the music. It’s a movie about girls in a school who have a plan to make money.  
Then Kali says to me, ‘You bring me your clothes for work?’  
I pull out my work jumper from my bag. She tries it on.  
‘Ha! I look like a man,’ she says. 
‘You asked me to bring you work jumper, so I brought you work jumper,’ I say. 
She turns to her husband. ‘Elias, what you think of your wife?’  
‘Very handsome. Like a man,’ he says. 
‘No, no, you look good,’ I say. ‘Maybe I’ll marry you.’ I laugh. I pick a paper from her 
table and ask Kali what it is. 
‘From a church,’ she says, taking it up and throwing it down again. ‘Always they leave 
things under my door. I tell you, always people they come to my door. I don’t know why they 
come. I already go to a church. You know? These people?’ 
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‘What people?’ I ask.  
‘Advent?’ 
I know it well. It was my church. ‘I went to Seven-day Adventist College in Egypt,’ I tell 
her, pridefully. ‘When I first came I went to the Seven-day Adventist church too. I used to go to 
church Saturday all day. And then the pastor used to come to my house and preach to me. I was 
thinking, I can’t be special because I believe in God, you know, but every Saturday he came to my 
house to preach to me. Then I came to Australia, and I went to the church there in Brisbane for a 
while. I don’t go now, I’m just confused which church I go to really. Because it’s not the church I 
usually go, and when you go to church it’s so far away.’ 
‘Maybe they left the letter for you, Nina, because they know you are Adventist. You go to 
church?’ 
‘My community church is in Dandenong, but it’s so far away. It’s not Adventist but there 
is singing and dancing.’ 
‘You go to Dandenong? That’s my mosque,’ Basel says. 
‘We go to Catholic,’ Kali says. ‘No dancing,’ she laughs. 
‘You go to Catholic,’ Elias laughs.  
Kali says, ‘He doesn’t want to go to church. He is just drinking beer and watching the 
YouTube. That’s church.’ 
‘Look,’ he says, ‘they have church on the YouTube. I can watch it there.’ 
We are interrupted by a buzzing noise from the phone. We hear Zachie say, ‘Open?’ 
‘Who is it?’ she asks him. 
‘Sister,’ he calls out. 
‘Sister sister?’  
‘Yeah, Sister,’ he says and runs to the door. 
Two Catholic nuns come in wearing blue and white. The men all become quiet, and after 
Elias stands they do too. Elias moves out the door, greeting them, and his friends follow.  
‘We’ll go to the shop,’ Elias offers, holding his beer behind his back.  
I notice his friends have quietly removed the empty bottles. Then they are gone. 
‘Hello, and who is this?’ one sister says, looking at me but asking Kali. 
‘This? This is my friend.’  
‘And what is your name?’ 
They ask me how did I come to know Kali. I become shy. Kali tells them I am from her 
English class and we study at the TAFE. They introduce themselves, Sister Mary and Sister Maria. 
I say nothing, and Kali tells them that I am Nina. But they want to know why I become nervous. 
Kali repeats what they say in Swahili, but I can only understand a small amount.  
‘Why are you nervous?’ Kali whispers.  
I shake my head and say nothing. 
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‘Kali, you should bring her to church,’ the one called Mary says. 
‘She goes to a different church, in Dandenong,’ she laughs.  
‘Oh?’ Sister Mary raises her eyebrow. 
‘So why you come today, Sister?’ Nina asks. 
‘So why did we come here, Sister Maria, I forget?’ Sister Mary says.  
‘Maybe it is just to say hello? You do not need a reason, Sister, always you are welcome,’ 
Kali says, and calls Hiari, her oldest, to come and say hello to the sisters.  
Hiari is a slight girl. Her hair is braided in rows and falling down the back of her neck. 
She looks down when they speak to her. 
The sisters greet her, and then their eyes move to the textbook in the room. Then the one 
called Mary says, ‘Hiari is an excellent reader, yes?’  
‘She reads a lot. Always reading and on the computer.’ 
 ‘Now, yes, I remember why we came, Sister Maria. Down to business then.’ She turns to 
Zachie. ‘I need you to stay quiet, yes? You will stay quiet? Hiari, I have something important to 
ask you. Look at me.’  
Hiari looks at the textbooks instead and keeps her eyes there while Sister Mary explains 
that they are there to help Hiari find English tutoring after school.  
‘We want Hiari to come to get tutoring at the university, so that she can get into the 
Catholic university after high school. Do you agree with that, Kali?’  
But Kali shakes her head and motions towards Hiari to make the decision.  
‘Yes, well, you have a part in this too,’ Sister Mary admonishes her. ‘Hiari, what do you 
think? There are a group of students, education students, who do this for free, yes?’  
‘Yeah, okay,’ Hiari says, unmoving. 
‘Well, that’s settled then. Shall we have a prayer?’  
Kali bows her head and they recite the Lord’s prayer. Their bodies are hunched over and 
eyes closed tight. The voices in unison harmonise without song. When it is finished, the sisters 
shake the hands of everyone in the room and leave abruptly.  
After the door closes, Kali asks me, ‘Why you come scared? Is it because you don’t go to 
church anymore?’  
Hiari picks up Zachie and goes back to her room. We can hear YouTube music playing 
from her computer speakers, clashing with the music coming from the speakers in the living 
room. On the TV the Kenyan women are in a circle crying but we can’t hear what they are saying. 
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Chapter 7: Cats 
 
Azra 
 
Familiarity is such a warm feeling for me. Maybe, for this reason, I become close with people too 
quickly. I want to fasten them to myself, but people, like smoke, are always moving either towards 
or away from you, and you do not know when this will change. I like that feeling when a stranger 
smiles at you. Or the feeling of seeing my best friend for the first time after a sleep. Hearing my 
name, the way it is said by my mother, whether she is angry or upset with me, it is the same. I 
believe all people are kind. I know, though, that sometimes they are not.  
‘I am so glad you came with me to here. I am all the time lost,’ I tell Sana.  
We are waiting for the tram together in Maribyrnong. Sana is beautiful. There is so much 
colour in her eyes. I think it is like a reflection to her soul, the way her eyes are shadowed. I watch 
her redo the gold strap on her shoes as we wait for the tram, her head falling in line with the 
bronze tracks in the pavement. It seems, after walking like this, she fixes her shoes every time we 
are waiting.  
I don’t want to admit that I am lost much of the time, but it’s true. My brother, he was 
always making fun of me. He says I could get lost in my own house. He never is lost. Never.  
‘Me too! I am lost always, always. I tell you, I went to go to the city last week but I look 
up, I’m in Bundoora. Because the bus said La Trobe University, I thought this must be La Trobe 
Street.’  
The metal benches under us are already hot from the sun. The glass shelter and benches 
are in the middle of the road. The only breeze is hot wind from the cars as they pass. In the 
distance we can see the tram approaching at a snail’s pace. The tram today looks different, painted 
with an advertisement for an action film, an explosion meshed over all the windows. When it 
arrives, it moves as far forward as possible, screeching as though it has tried to stop but is slipping 
on the tracks. We walk slowly with it as it moves away from the kerb. Then we are running, 
knocking on the glass of the double doors. Then it speeds up, passing us by. As it glides down the 
tracks, we hear a passenger yelling at the driver that two women wanted to board.  
I wonder if it is possible the driver did not see us. Sana does not wonder. She believes 
that they did. If Sana were driving, she would go past us. I say that I believe people are kind, and 
believe Sana is one of these people, though what she believes to be funny does not always seem 
so. If she were driving the tram, she would also stop and let us on, but when we had no hope of 
catching the tram, when we had given up. So there is a difference between her and this driver, 
who I want to believe has missed us. 
‘Do you think it’s because we wear the hijab?’ she asks me.  
‘No, I don’t think it. Because I have only seen Australians be polite and kind.’ 
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She wrinkles her nose. ‘I don’t know. You know sometimes because we are wearing the 
scarves they think we are terrorists. I heard it happened on the train, to a friend of my friend. She 
was coming back from the city because she studied in the university. There was these young boys, 
they talked with her, then they tried to pull her scarf from her head. She was very scared. And 
now she never gets a train.’ 
‘Never?’ I asked. 
She shook her head. 
 ‘Maybe we should wear a hood or take off the hijab,’ she laughs, ‘so that they stop for us.’ 
 ‘No, Sana!’ I laugh.  
It’s funny. We would never take it off in public like this. She pretends to remove a pin 
and throw it.  
‘Stop!’ I laugh, she is so bad.  
At uni yesterday, we learned about Schrödinger’s cat, that if you lock it in a box it cannot 
be alive or dead, or was it that the cat was alive and dead? I cannot stop thinking about it. You 
would hear it crying, I think, if it were in a box. That is how you would know that it is alive. But I 
keep this to myself. I have already spoken enough about the cat to Sana. 
‘Will you tell me a story?’ I ask.  
We lean on a silver bar. Sana laughs at me as I jump atop it and then slide off. ‘Tell me a 
story, Sana,’ I say again and take her hand.  
She does not miss a moment. It is as though she were keeping it with her, for me. She 
tells me about a little girl who is sent to live with her aunt. ‘Her aunt was a good woman, whose 
husband died of a mysterious illness,’ she tells me. ‘But the house was not right,’ she continues. 
‘And soon she learned that the aunt was keeping a secret.’ Sana smiled her mischievous smile. ‘It 
was the cats that lived in the laneway in the back of the house, all strays. These cats were not 
afraid of her. It was like there was food in her hands. They walked to her, and put their chins on 
her knee. Then the day came when one followed her inside and stood behind her in the hall. A 
black-and-white tabby, looking very old. She went to scare it away but still it followed her. She 
shut the door, but it ran in. Her aunt, preparing dinner, came from the kitchen and saw this cat in 
her house. Then her face went completely white. She removed herself from the area and went to 
the room, and locked herself inside. The girl was so surprised. So she tried to move the animal 
from the house. She chased it around the furniture, and it ran to the door of her aunt’s room. 
There it sat, not moving, just crying. She picked it up, and brought it outdoors.’  
Sana thinks about what to say next. ‘It wasn’t until one day when she was playing in the 
street with the neighbours, when she had seen her aunt returning from the market, that she found 
why she had left when she saw a cat. When she brushed the cat with her fingers, it fell to the 
ground. She didn’t understand at first, but perhaps without realising it, she had brushed one away 
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from her ankle as she leaned down with the bags piled high in her basket. It dropped instantly. 
She picked it up with the tips of her fingers and put it in the bin as though it were rubbish. 
‘The strangest thing,’ Sana continued, ‘was the reactions of the other cats. The reaction 
was this: they did not react at all. They continued to be at her feet. She opened the door and slid 
in, shutting it without admitting a single one. No people noticed either. They just continued to do 
what they were doing. The animals always wanted to be with her, but she did not want to be 
around them.’ 
‘Why?’ I ask. ‘What happened to the cat?’  
Sana shrugs. The tram approaches. ‘Is that the end of the story?’ I ask. 
‘No,’ she says.  
‘Does it have a happy ending?’ I ask. 
‘It hasn’t been written yet. I don’t know,’ she says to me. 
I am feeling the same way I did yesterday. ‘I hope it does. It’s not a good story, Sana.’  
She smiled. ‘Why? You don’t like it?’ 
‘I like cats,’ I say, flatly.  
‘But it’s not always that things die, that actually are dead,’ Sana says, speaking in riddles.  
‘Do you want to make me feel better about Schrödinger’s cat?’ I ask, pleadingly. 
‘I cannot make you feel better about that. I don’t know how,’ she says, standing and 
looking out as the tram turns the corner. 
When Sana is in these moods I do not know what I can do. I remember the day she took 
Ramiaa’s phone – when she left it in the library at university. She changed the status update on 
Facebook to I cannot stop thinking about this boy.  
When she found out, Ramiaa was so angry. She said, ‘Everyone can see this message!’  
I asked Sana, ‘But does she have her family on Facebook?’  
‘I asked Ramiaa this too,’ she touched my arm. ‘It is not just my friends that are on 
Facebook, she told me, but my brother and cousin as well.’  
She told me that she felt very bad, but I did not believe this to be the case, because she 
was laughing and checking Ramiaa’s Facebook. By the time Ramiaa found out, it had twenty likes. 
When you mention it to Sana now there is no sign of guilt. Ramiaa now never takes out her phone 
when she is with us. I understand this. We have to be careful what we put on Facebook, everyone 
can see it. My family doesn’t like it, me having the Facebook. But this is how you can keep in 
touch with people that are far away. It used to be I would send a text message because when my 
family moved to Syria I met many of my friends, but they moved to other countries, some of 
them America, some of them Canada, some of them Sweden, some of them went back home.  
 ‘I hope it is as you say, with the cats,’ I tell Sana.  
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Chapter 8: Friends 
 
Azra 
 
Sana grew up in the camps in Yemen. She isn’t from Yemen, but she feels that she is. Perhaps that 
is where her stories come from, bits of tales told to her by other people, from other places. Her 
stories are patchwork pieces of broken lives, sown into the hem of her own. Her humour, that is 
only her. There is only one Sana.  
‘The TAFE is too difficult,’ she said to me. ‘I should have gone to uni with you. I can’t 
understand anything they say.’ 
‘Uni.’ I thought about it for a minute. ‘I don’t talk to anyone. I can’t talk to anyone.’ 
‘You are meeting a friend today,’ she says. In her voice, I can hear her jealousy, though 
she means for me to hear it.  
‘She is not my friend, but a friend of a friend,’ I say. 
‘Who is this friend that is the friend of your friend?’ she asks. 
‘My tutor – she was a friend of hers.’  
She is taken aback. ‘The one that is died? I am so sorry, Azra. I didn’t think …’ 
‘No, it’s okay.’  
‘So strange.’ 
I nod. Lucy and I had found that we were in the same course at Melbourne Uni. She was 
the first and only person to speak to me in my politics class. There were times when we had group 
discussions, and times when the lecturer asked me questions, but not for conversation. No one 
spoke to me for conversation. Lucy is in many university organisations. She has no problem 
talking to the class. I am the opposite. About two weeks ago she began to argue in our tutorial 
with another student, Peter.  
‘Let me ask you a question,’ Mike said. ‘Do you think sexism exists in politics?’ 
 ‘No,’ Peter said, without a hesitation.  
‘You know who that dickhead is?’ Lucy asked me when he said it.  
I was surprised and it made me laugh. Peter was saying that the Labor Party was using 
sexism as a ‘smokescreen’ for the ‘shit job’ Gillard was doing. 
 ‘Peter’s a member of the Coalition Club. Conservatives shit me.’ Lucy leaned back with 
her arms folded and rolled her eyes. ‘I suppose then,’ Lucy said from her chair to Peter, though 
she was looking at Mike, ‘you think that misogyny speech, shown all around the world, was bullshit 
then too, right? Everything she pointed out, every time Abbott did something sexist, bullshit. 
Didn’t happen.’ 
‘If that were true, she wouldn’t have been replaced by Abbott,’ Pete said. 
‘She wasn’t,’ Lucy said. 
He laughed. ‘Kicked out of her own party.’ 
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‘Not the same thing, dickhead.’ Lucy said it like she had been dying to say it out loud.  
Without acknowledging her, Peter turned to the tutor. ‘Mike, who’s sexist now? She calls 
me a dickhead and Abbott can’t say witch?’ 
Mike raised his arms in a motion for them to discontinue the conversation. ‘Okay, okay, 
okay. I’m glad you brought the Gillard misogyny speech up, Lucy, because we are going to watch 
a bit of it and discuss.’ 
‘Lucy, you alright?’ I whispered. 
‘Fucking dickheads,’ she answered. That must have been her favourite word.  
After the lecture, a man approached Lucy and me. 
‘Hi, I’m Jeremy. I’m a journalism student. I hear from Mike that you have an interesting 
story,’ he said. 
‘Story?’ Lucy asked. 
He turned to me. ‘About where you came from.’ 
‘Oh, how I came to Australia?’ I asked. 
‘Yes.’  
‘I don’t think it is very interesting. I came from Syria.’ I said.  
‘That is interesting. So you’re Syrian?’  
I thought about it for a minute. I am Syrian, but I’m not Syrian. ‘No. Well yes, but no.’ 
He seemed to know already. He didn’t ask more questions. ‘That’s very interesting! We’re 
actually hosting a panel talk with people who have come to Australia from different countries who 
will talk about it. Would you like to speak on a panel?’ 
‘What is a panel?’  
‘Just talking with other refugees from third world countries. Doctor Chistopher has 
agreed to host it. Oh, you’re not a refugee, are you?’  
‘I’m … I don’t know. Permanent resident? I will be a citizen soon,’ I said. 
He became a bit shy and the colour came into his cheeks. ‘Yes, but you are a refugee, 
aren’t you? Mike said—’ 
Lucy interrupted. ‘That’s the same day as the Rally for Refugees. I’m helping to plan it.’ 
‘Oh, that’s great,’ I said, relieved.  
Lucy continued, ‘It’s perfect, we could go to the rally and then to the talk. We can make a 
day of it.’ 
‘That would be so good,’ I said. ‘You could help me, with my talk?’ 
‘Of course. It’s just a panel, Azra. You don’t need to plan anything much.’ 
‘That’s right. Just talk about how you came here. That’s all,’ Jeremy added. 
Lucy became excited, ‘Ah yeah. Easy. We’ll go over it after the rally. We’ve got a couple 
hours after that, don’t we? Sounds good, yeah?’ 
 187 
 
‘Yeah,’ I said, relieved to have someone with me. ‘Thank you so much. It’s really great of 
you.’ 
‘Nah, easy. You’ll be fab. Really excited for you. Not many people get asked to talk with 
the lecturer.’  
She nudged me and I smiled, though my stomach was sinking.  
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Chapter 9: Tia 
 
Lucy 
 
The inspector hasn’t moved. He stands there awkwardly in front of me and the young girl. ‘Do 
you have a valid ticket?’ he ventures, his voice slightly raised. 
She ignores him. He asks again and she turns away. ‘Fuck off,’ she says. He waits for a 
minute and looks at me. 
‘Why are you harassing her?’ I ask. ‘What is it about her that makes you want to ask her 
for a ticket? You didn’t ask me! You didn’t ask anyone here. Just her. Why her?’ 
 He doesn’t say anything before leaving down the carriage, talking into his intercom. 
‘We’re fucked. He’s bringing more,’ she says. ‘Always happens to me. Always.’ 
‘Never happens to me,’ I say. ‘Always? Why?’ 
‘Don’t know.’ She kicks her pump again and it flies under the seats. It rolls down the train 
until it hits the glass inter-carriage doors.  
‘What’s your name?’ 
‘Valley,’ she says, pulling at her skirt. 
‘Valley. That’s a nice name. I had an aunt named Valentina. I used to call her Tia Val.’ 
She looks up for a minute and her nose crinkles. ‘What’s tia?’ she asks, as though I have 
just said the name of a food she dislikes.  
‘It means auntie,’ I say.  
 
… 
 
When I was a child we used to go to Tia Val’s house.  
‘Why do we have to go to Tia Val’s?’ I whimpered to my father as he was driving down 
Princes Highway to her place. She was our babysitter along with a legion of other children. My 
father knew her through the community, she would make empanadas, and sell them to us. She also 
ran a daycare. It was mostly Aussie kids, except for my sister and me. ‘I don’t like her, she washes 
our mouth out with soap if we say a bad word.’  
‘Why are you saying bad words then?’ he laughed. 
‘I’m not!’ I yelled defensively. I put my fingers on the door lock and flipped it on and off.  
‘Yes, she did,’ my younger sister screamed from the back seat. She got louder when she 
was in the back. Her fringe fell over her eyes and she brushed it out of the way. ‘She said bitch!’ 
‘I didn’t,’ I cried. 
She smiled and said, ‘You said punta,’ as sweetly as she could. 
‘Where did you learn that word?’ my father demanded. I waited for a minute before 
responding. ‘Eh?’ he prompted.  
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‘Tia Val,’ I admitted.  
‘Don’t say anything she says and maybe you won’t get soap in your mouth, hey,’ he 
laughed. 
I turned to my father. ‘Why is she Tia? Is it because she’s your sister from Chile?’  
‘What do you mean? She’s not my sister,’ he laughed. ‘Uncle Carl will pick you up.’  
We squealed. ‘Uncle Carl, Uncle Carl!’ 
Every time we called him Uncle Carl Mum cringed. But Mum wasn’t in the car. Mum 
didn’t like Uncle Carl, but we thought he was great. He was Carla’s pa, and Carla was my best 
friend.  
Later we were playing on the handlebars in Tia Val’s backyard in Coburg. It was a large 
area, with an old wooden fence that ran around it at awkward angles. Resting my legs atop the 
metal frame, I looked out at a dying patch of grass. Kevin, a sandy blonde kid with freckles, was 
across from me.  
‘Carla’s not here,’ I said. ‘Carla’s pa’s taking me home and he’s not here.’ 
‘Carla’s pa is her grandpa. That’s why she’s named Carla,’ Kevin said. 
‘No, he’s not,’ I argued. 
‘He is,’ he shot back. 
This made me so angry. What did Kevin know? ‘Tia Val! Kevin says Carla’s pa’s her 
grandpa!’ I yelled. 
A look of fear took hold of him. ‘Shut up!’  
‘Tia Val! He told me to shut up!’ I screamed back. 
‘She’s not even your aunt!’ Kevin shot back. 
I went quiet for a minute before calling out, ‘Tiiiiiiiaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.’  
I could see he was sweating. ‘Carl’s not your uncle!’ he exclaimed, desperately. 
Tia Val arrived, flour from the empanadas on her hands. She took him by the ear and led 
him to the bathroom. The frosted window, slightly ajar, faced the yard. He was screaming, then 
we heard an intermittent, blubbering cry. Later Kevin wouldn’t talk to me, or anyone. His mouth 
was on fire. He spat when I spoke to him, then walked away.  
‘Get in the house, ahora, it’s time. Venga,’ Tia Val yelled from the kitchen.  
She pulled a tray of empanadas from the oven. My mouth watered.  
‘Can I have one?’ I asked. 
‘No. Your parents have to buy them,’ she said.  
‘Didn’t they?’ I asked. 
‘No,’ she said, turning to place the tray on the stove. 
I followed her. ‘Please?’  
‘What did I say?’ She snapped her fingers in front of my face. ‘You speak English?’ 
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‘Yes,’ I said, confused. ‘I speak English and Spanish.’ I was proud of my English. I had 
learned to speak it in the last year. But I couldn’t tell the difference between the languages, they 
were one big language, my Spanglish.  
She raised her hand and it fell across my face with a loud crack. The pain was not 
immediate, it took time, slow and then speeding up, stinging my cheek, heating it. I held it in.  
‘That’s for being a smartarse,’ she said, leaning down so that she could look me in the eye.  
‘I thought smart was a good thing,’ I whispered. I didn’t see her raise her hand the second 
time. 
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Chapter 10: Santa Lucia 
 
Lucy 
 
Tia Val’s temper softened in her old age, or perhaps it wasn’t age at all. When I come to think 
about it, maybe her divorce played a part. She had stopped watching children, gotten a diploma in 
education, and travelled the world. The severity I had known as child was gone, but her health 
had deteriorated. Later, when she was diagnosed with breast cancer, even her look softened. She 
had thinned, her hair disappeared and scarves from her travels, in luscious bright colours, had 
migrated from around her shoulders and begun adorning her head.  
The treatments, while weakening her, had given her a new power to extract gossip and 
attract company for tea. When the cappuccinos arrived, she waited until I had taken a sip before 
barraging me with questions. ‘I hear your father is seeing someone,’ she began. ‘The woman who 
sells the empanadas. What’s her name? Renata,’ she sneered.  
Renata, with her natural blonde hair and blue eyes, who had arrived to Australia only 
fifteen years ago. She had begun her own bakery and set it up right across from Tia Val at the 
September Festival five years ago. But it was Val who had cooked for all the benefit events. When 
the earthquake struck Valparaiso, it was Val who organised for her sowing circle to make all the 
empanadas and completos, Chilean hot dogs, to sell. She made sure they were the best, her good 
name was on the line.  
The community’s movement to Renata wasn’t that they were better empanadas. In truth 
they were a bit dry. It was that they knew Val didn’t have the strength to make them anymore, 
even though she herself didn’t know it. Pa continued to order them from her though. He would 
say things like ‘She likes it,’ when I found her signature cardboard box on the island in the 
kitchen, or ‘It gives her something to do. It takes like a month before she gets them to me. I never 
know when I’m going to get them but when I do, it’s great,’ as he opened the steaming box and 
took one out. ‘Oh, that’s good. You want one? I just picked them up,’ he’d say to me, raising an 
eyebrow. 
‘I don’t eat meat,’ I had told him. 
‘It’s fake meat,’ he laughed. ‘You want the olive?’  
He pulled a whole black olive out. There is only one olive in each, and it’s the best part. I 
took it and ate it. He handed me an empanada with a different pattern on the dough, some lines 
from the indentation of a fork.  
‘Spinach. She made these special for you.’  
I took it and dropped it on the plate. It was still hot.  
It was Tia Val who had told Pa to send me to her for tea.  
‘She says you have to go visit her because she’s living in Clifton Hill.’ When I protested, 
he said, ‘Hey, you’d better go or she’ll stop making these for me. Who knows how long she has 
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left? It won’t kill you. Her maybe,’ and laughed. He left me with a warning, ‘When you go, don’t 
tell her anything about me. I’m serious.’ 
Tia Val was waiting for an answer about whether Pa was with Renata. ‘I don’t know what 
you’re talking about, Tia Val,’ I said innocently. ‘How’s your daughter? She still in Perth?’  
‘Fine. Fine,’ she said. ‘Coming next weekend. My students visit me more than she does.’  
 Though she had been given a few months, Val was glowing. ‘It’s the drugs,’ she assured 
me. I remembered her in her formidable years. I wanted to believe that behind her eyes her body 
wasn’t going, that she could turn this around. That strong women can overcome anything, even 
death.  
I had taken the 112 tram down and walked along Park Road, a thin strip of parkland and 
bicycle route. I told her that on St Georges Road I had seen the buildings demolished around the 
old anarchist club, whose bricks remained in place despite the eroding cement that once held 
them there. It was exposed on all sides by the clearing debris to make way for a new complex of 
flats that would be built around it. The red brick anarchist club, an ‘A’ with a circle around it 
painted across the front, remained there refusing to move.  
‘You’re not still going around with those anarchists, are you?’ she asked me, shocked. 
‘They don’t believe in God.’ 
‘Those are atheists,’ I said. 
‘And anarchists,’ she corrected. 
When I first started studying politics at Melbourne Uni I was fascinated by the idea of 
anarchism, a classless system. But I realised after my first year that it was never going to happen, 
this rule-less society. I needed to grow up, be more realistic. ‘No. I’m a communist now,’ I smiled.  
‘Oh god!’ she rolled her eyes. ‘Are you one of those people protesting up and down the 
street all the time?’  
 I sipped my coffee. ‘I go when it counts.’  
‘But they have those terrible posters all over the city.’ She pointed out the window as if 
the posters were there and somehow obstructing her view.  
‘I don’t go to meetings or anything. I mean, sometimes I do. But Tia, weren’t you 
communista?’ 
She furrowed her brow. Her softened look disappeared and I saw the woman I had long 
feared. ‘Socialist. It was different,’ she warned. ‘You know, you were always like that.’ Her voice 
was scorching but her mouth formed a half smile. ‘I remember you sneaking off to the protests in 
the city when you were a little girl. That day your mother saw you on the TV, my god, we had no 
idea what you were up to. You almost killed her, your poor mama, a ten-year-old out there 
holding a sign against the war, imagine! And now still you go to the city to protest. I’m not 
surprised. I wasn’t surprised.’  
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I became interested in politics when I was about 11 or 12. I used to go with my pa to the 
protests and then I went by myself. I’d go after school, sometimes even take time off school to go 
in my school uniform. So everyone knew me, the little school girl who went to the protests. I 
found a sense of belonging and pride in that. It wasn’t scary for me. It was always just like being 
in the community.  
Val pulled out a cigarette and lit it.  
Now it was my turn to be shocked. ‘What are you doing?’ I demanded. ‘You want less 
time to live?’  
She took a deep breath. ‘It’s just one. My god, I’m dying already. Anyway, I’ll regret it in 
an hour.’  
I suspected this wasn’t something she did every so often. ‘You never stopped, did you?’  
She leaned over the table. ‘It’s not lung cancer. I know lung cancer. Both my parents died 
of lung cancer. You know it by the cough. It’s not like other coughs – it’s trying to get it out of 
your body … something bigger that’s got hold of you. Your body wants to get it out. So the 
coughing is not like you have heard before. I remember one night my nana – God rest her soul – 
coughed so hard I thought it was a storm coming. I did not know at the time that this was true, 
that the storm was only a month away.  
‘No, it’s here.’ She pointed to her breast. ‘From living in a polluted city, and later, 
working near the coal factory. I lived there for years. And now you want to take away my 
cigarette? This,’ she blew a puff of smoke, ‘is the air where I used to live. You see how it’s gone 
now? It’s not gone there,’ she said, pointing to her chest again. ‘It stays. My cigarettes didn’t cause 
this.’ She tapped below the pendant on her necklace, leaving a mark when her long nails had 
nearly punctured the skin. 
She put her cigarette out. ‘No smoking, Lucy, promise me. And if you go to Santiago, 
wear a mask.’ 
‘Okay, Tia,’ I said without meaning any of it. 
‘Children, you’re all children. You don’t understand danger,’ she said. 
‘What do you mean?’ I asked. 
‘Ask your father,’ she said, leaning in. ‘Who is he seeing, by the way?’  
I looked at my phone. ‘No one.’  
Val was not to be fooled. ‘But you visit him? Is Renata coming over? You see her there?’  
‘She lives around the corner,’ I said innocently. 
Val scoffed.  
‘She’s always lived there, Tia,’ I ventured. Val had the information she wanted, even 
though it wasn’t right. I sat back, defeated. 
Information, though, can be an exchange. If she felt she knew something, I thought, 
maybe she would give me some gossip in return. ‘Tia, who was Lucia?’ I asked.  
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‘Lucia,’ she said, her upper lip quivering. ‘Your poor godmother, Lucia.’ She leaned back 
and looked at me, a peculiar and knowing look. ‘She was an activist too. You’re so much like her,’ 
she whispered. ‘Thank god we don’t live in that place anymore.’ She became stern. ‘Promise me 
you will never go back. Promise me. It is no place for an atheist.’ I swore never to return to Chile. 
And in exchange, from Tia Val I learned that secrets are not always whispered.  
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Chapter 11: Sisters 
 
Amar 
 
A door shuts and the sound echoes through the room. Two older women in blue-banded white 
headscarves with broad, benevolent smiles emerge from the adjoining hall. I take a translucent 
yellow pill from my bag and twist it around. I can see the balls of medicine inside. I imagine they 
burst in my gut, like explosions.  
‘Hello, Sisters,’ Pam says, rubbing her brow. They take two seats at the back of the 
classroom along the wall, and one extends out her legs, crossing them at the ankles. The other lifts 
her hand, raising her fingers in a motion for the teacher to continue.  
 The pill slips down my throat without any water. I feel it like a cold compress against the 
warm passage. I swallow until it goes down. I imagine the cover disintegrating. 
‘Class, this is Sister Mary Margaret and Sister Maria,’ Pam says.  
Sister Mary is watching me. I realise that she saw me take the pill and isn’t happy. But 
they want us to take the pills. I spent the first year resisting until I finally gave in. Two pills a day, 
they say, will help me feel better. The sadness, the fear, it’s a sickness. But they also keep you from 
complaining.  
‘Hello,’ we say. Some scattered voices add ‘Sister’ to the greeting. I mouth the words Sister 
Mary. 
‘Please, call me Maria.’  
Several of the students seem to know them, and moments later the women are greeting 
them by name.  
Sister Maria, sits not far from me, asking my name.  
‘Amir. Hello,’ Sister Maria says, standing.  
‘My name is Amar.’ 
‘Oh,’ she says, leaning in. ‘I have known many Amirs. From Iran, isn’t it? I haven’t heard 
Amar before. Is it A M I R?’ she asks, spelling Amir out.  
‘It is A M A R.’ 
‘Amar. Good. Do you know why I am here today?’ I shake my head, but she is not 
talking to me. I glance at Pam. She is at her desk checking her phone.  
‘I am here to tell you about a wonderful opportunity. Do you want to hear about an op-
or-tun-it-y? Yes?’ Some of my classmates nod, some are bewildered because she said opportunity so 
slowly they think it might mean something else. ‘Good. Now I understand that some of you 
cannot work. Is that true? Well, do you want the opportunity to do some volunteer work? You 
can work with us, whenever you want, and help people, people like yourselves. Good? Yes? Then 
we can give you,’ she points to several of the students individually, ‘work experience you need to 
get jobs when you get your visas. Yes?’ Her hand moves to her ear. ‘I can’t hear you.’  
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‘Yes,’ they say, and a song-like Sister follows.  
She shakes her head. ‘We cannot pay you, because you cannot receive money. Because 
that is work …’  
‘We know,’ Silvio says. 
‘… but the church gives donations to everyone, even those who do not volunteer. If you 
have a family, and you need food and clothes, come to us, yes?’ She looks around, ‘Yes?’ 
prompting a ‘Yes’ from the group as though it were a response to prayer. ‘Good. We will have a 
break and you can come over to me and give me your contact information – your email. Yes? I 
will give you the instructions. And one more thing,’ she points at me. ‘You do not need to be 
Catholic to join.’ She smiles. I turn around and the class is smiling back. What a strange and 
haunting sight it is when so many unhappy people are incited to smile. 
When the class rises, I remain in my seat and pretend to look at the bus schedule. It’s for 
a station that is twenty minutes away. I wonder why they don’t choose the one closest to the 
school. The medicine is doing its work. The page has already become a blur and is mattering to 
me less and less. 
‘Hello,’ Sister Maria says to me. 
‘Hello,’ I say, making the letters of my name in the corner of the page.  
She pulls up a metal chair and drops all her weight into it. She falls forward but regains 
her composure quickly. She does not seem the least bit uncomfortable. ‘And do you have any 
questions for me, A-mar?’ 
‘Why are you Catholic?’ My voice seems far away.  
She folds her hands and places them on the paper. ‘Because I believe in Jesus Christ the 
son of God the father, child. Are you a believer?’ 
‘Muslim,’ I stammer.  
‘Do you volunteer?’ she asks. 
I shake my head.  
She removes her hands and leans back. ‘Do you know what vol-un-teer means?’  
I nod, searching for my English words.  
‘Do you want to come volunteer with us?’ she asks. 
‘I am not Catholic, I am Muslim.’ I say. 
She smiles. ‘That is all right. Everyone is welcome.’  
‘No, thank you, Sister,’ I say.  
She gazes at me, seeing my hesitation, reading it. ‘Look at me,’ she says gently. ‘Let me 
see your eyes.’ 
I do as she asks. Our eye contact passes like the prick of a needle. A moment later she is 
speaking with the teacher.  
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Pam approaches quickly and says, ‘The Sister would like me to explain something to you. 
You just arrived to this country. You don’t know what you are allowed to do and what you are 
not. You do not need to be Catholic to volunteer with the Sisters.’  
‘Yes, I know,’ I snap, examining the letters I’ve made on the paper. When I look up, they 
have retreated and are speaking in hushed whispers around a file. It is difficult to focus, but I can 
make out the words on the outside of the folder, Amir Esfahani. 
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Chapter 12: Silvio 
 
Amar 
 
Silvio catches me as I walk back to the building. His cane hits the ground with every second step. 
In this moment, he is a more youthful man. What I took for age is only the scar under his right 
eye that runs along his cheek. He smiles constantly and when he does the scar disappears.  
He catches my eye, claps me on the back. ‘Good, good. You did good. First day?’  
I nod, a gesture of thought more than agreement.  
‘Yeah, yeah. This is a good first day. The weather is good. This very lucky for you. Bad 
weather means no one comes. Everyone was there today.’  
His accented words are a moth, within my reach but not easy to grasp. But I do not feel 
that I need to respond. He seems to me to be a commander of orchestras, people play to his 
conducting. ‘It’s hot today. You here long? The summer is like boiler room, what they call it, hell’s 
kitchen, do they say? I don’t like it. I like cold. But Melbourne is a fantastic country this way. Four 
seasons in a day, that’s what they say, yeah? Four seasons.’  
‘Four seasons,’ I say. ‘Yes, four seasons, it’s true.’ 
‘In an hour it will be raining. Wait and see. One hour.’ He throws his arm into the air and 
brings it down, his other hand motioning towards me. 
‘And then maybe cloudy.’  
‘Yes, yes, that’s the way.’ Silvio turns around to see who has heard him, and it may be 
possible more people have. Members of the class are trailing behind us, and I am beginning to 
think there are more than just him from our building. A few people have turned the corner to our 
road. ‘It is good to live here. When you apply to immigration the government provides time to 
study English. You learn a new language and it’s like you’re a new person.’ 
 ‘Yes, I was just thinking, I am new, just born.’ I laugh, ‘I feel new, but not wanted. They 
don’t want us here.’  
Silvio puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘We are all wanted, Amar.’ He reaches into his 
pocket and strains to find something. ‘You go to church?’  
‘No,’ I say flatly.  
I start to wonder if I look like a Christian. What do Christians look like? I study Silvio, 
noting his furrowed brow and deep-set features, and wonder if they are the same as the Sisters’.  
‘I came here to be a priest,’ he tells me. ‘Can you believe it? From East Timor. They 
brought me out, the church. Then, when I was already here, on my walk to church, I saw a 
woman from my childhood. She looked the same, can you believe it? Like age could not touch 
her. I fell in love. It was like meeting for the first time. Now she is studying here. I decided not to 
become a priest and applied for citizenship. We are married now, with two children. God works 
in strange ways,’ he says. Silvio smiles to himself. ‘Do you know the Sisters?’ he adds. ‘I work for 
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them. They help me. They’ll help you. They help everyone. You should talk to them. It’s good for 
new persons here.’ 
‘What I need is work, paid work. I don’t think they can help me with that,’ I say. ‘I am an 
expert. I had a job. I was a professional.’  
‘But you, you cannot, not until you’re a citizen,’ he says. ‘Not like me, I’m a refugee. I 
have different visa restrictions. They say asylum seekers are illegals – that’s what they call them. 
Like me, you can study, but for you it must be volunteer study. Study and volunteer work with the 
Sisters. It’s not like people don’t work, I want to work. If I don’t work the government pays for 
me. Some people don’t want to find work, but I want to find work. Sometimes I see people and 
they don’t work. Can you believe it? And for what? When I was in my country I was a professor 
in Portuguese, my salary was a hundred fifty dollars. In Australia, if you have citizenship you don’t 
work a fortnight you have four hundred dollars. What else? This is more than enough. But in 
Australia people still commit crimes. For what? You have enough here. I think it is because 
people they want to express their freedom. This is not freedom, though. The important thing is 
that we follow rules. You follow the rules and let the rule itself give you freedom. This is one 
thing I always think.’ 
The thought of not working makes me angry. ‘They don’t give us much money. It is 
barely enough to live,’ I snap.  
‘No, still, you are very lucky, you know,’ he says gravely. ‘They are sending all asylum 
seekers to Manus Island now, since the boat crash.’  
I have known some of the few people who survived the boat that crashed against the 
rocks. The people from the only boat that was not intercepted, that made it to Christmas Island 
from Indonesia. From what I am told, it broke like a box of matches thrown on the floor, 
scattered across the waves, rolled under them. After that the new refugees went to islands. So 
many more people have drowned since then, only not at sea.  
‘They told us in the detention centre,’ I say, ‘they told everyone. I am told I am very lucky 
that this did not happen to me. This is the lucky country.’  
‘It is a lucky country,’ says Silvio. ‘My mother-in-law died when her kidney was removed 
in hospital in East Timor. Here you go to the hospital and you don’t die. Here you get money for 
free. Here you can protest the government,’ he points to me, ‘as long as you follow the rules. You 
didn’t follow the rules, that’s why you were in detention.’ 
I’m taken aback by this. I had tried to follow the rules in Indonesia. I had registered with 
the UNHR. They told me to wait a year, maybe more. Even then, they told me, I may not be 
accepted. We heard that true refugees were being rejected or sent home, that Australia did not 
want Muslims. After a year our money was running out. Every month, we were spending 400 
dollars on rent and food. Every four months we would have to get a new permit for Indonesia. 
One year later, we had not even been interviewed.  
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 I stop for a moment in front of our building and look up, searching for my window in the 
rows of identical windows. I say, ‘How can we follow the rules? The rules change every day.’  
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Chapter 13: Basel 
 
Amar 
 
Silvio puts his pass up to the intercom at the security door and asks me which floor I am living 
on. I tell him 12. He looks at me for a minute and then he laughs. ‘You are wrong. Only Africans 
on floor 12. Africans and Chinese,’ he says. 
I smile. ‘My brother is African.’  
He steps back and looks me up and down. ‘Your brother? African?’  
I think the security man still does not recognise me. He eyes me suspiciously.  
Silvio waves to him and smiles, ‘Hello, hello. Good day! You recognise me? And him, 
African man, lives on level 12?’  
He smiles back at Silvio. ‘This man lives in flat one-two-two,’ he says, pointing to me. He 
opens the second set of security doors. ‘I know Basel. You live in his flat. His brother?’ he laughs. 
‘Basel is not African. Africa is not a country. We are both from Sudan.’ A large TV is mounted on 
the wall. Police are holding a line at a protest in the city, between a group of men yelling and a 
large assembly of protesters. A man screams at an officer. He has tattoos on his head and wrinkles 
form on the back of his reddening neck. The guard’s eyes do not move from the TV. ‘You tell 
your brother come and see me. He is my brother too.’  
I ask him why he wants to see him.  
‘Just to come and see me,’ he smiles. ‘Nothing more. Just I want to see him.’ The guard 
looks up at the TV and then turns to Silvio. ‘This is not the day to go to the city.’ 
 ‘Yes. I don’t go to the city!’ Silvio is nearly yelling. ‘I’ll stay here. We’ll dance tonight. 
Everyone is going dancing, downstairs. You should come. Good day, my friend.’  
I begin to wonder if Silvio is crazy, but the guard doesn’t seem surprised.  
‘He does not seem like he wants to go dancing,’ I say to Silvio in the lift. ‘He doesn’t 
come. Sometime we plan dances, Vietnamese, Chinese, Burma people they come. I invite him. He 
doesn’t come.’  
Silvio presses button 12 for me.  
When I arrive to my flat, Basel is writing. I cannot describe the calm I feel to be back in 
the flat. Basel is like my arms, I cannot pick myself up without him.  
 ‘English professor! How are you?’ he says, holding a piece of toast with black jam 
smeared on top, the jar of Vegemite open next to him.  
 ‘It’s good but I can’t understand the Australians,’ I say, rubbing my temple. ‘They change 
everything, it’s not English anymore. Wada. What is this? Is like the sea? What is this? They 
change all the words. It’s not even English.’ 
 ‘Yes. It’s not American English, it’s Aussie,’ he laughs, taking a bite of his toast. 
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 I sit down on the couch, a stained opshop antique. ‘I thought I knew it. I speak to other 
people and I am okay. But this.’ 
I have been here one week and I do not have any friends. When we became flatmates 
Jean told me I was now his brother. I did not know what to think but now I like it, to say I have a 
brother.  
I make myself a cup of tea and sit down. ‘Sisters came today. You know Sisters?’ 
Basel lets out a sigh. ‘I know the Sisters,’ he says, taking another bite of toast. 
‘And what you think?’ 
He thinks about it for a minute. ‘You know, I don’t want to say bad things about people. 
But Abraham, sometimes they visit him on Saturday and they sit on that couch and talk about 
God. I don’t want to leave my room. They ask me if I want to volunteer for them, I say no. They 
are nice women, very kind, very caring women, but you don’t see me doing Salah in the sitting 
room when they are here.’ 
The first time I met Abraham, he was reading the Bible on the couch. He is an older, 
slight man. His hair is thinning on his head and has a salt-and-pepper colour.  
‘You the new housemate?’ he said, almost coughing. ‘Or friend of Basel?’  
‘Housemate,’ I said.  
He stood up and gave me a hug, patting me on the back. He mumbled something in my 
ear that I took to be endearing.  
‘Thank you,’ I said as I patted him on the back once, and then twice.  
As he released me he asked, ‘You good? You need anything?’  
I told him I was good.  
‘You want to watch YouTube?’ he asked me, motioning for me to sit down next to him.  
I moved the Bible to the coffee table and sat down obligingly.  
He pulled a silver laptop out from underneath the couch and opened it on his lap. 
‘English?’ he asked.  
‘Please,’ I said. 
He set the captions on and opened up a YouTube channel with a preacher talking to a 
congregation. He was speaking English, but the captions still burned yellow across the screen. We 
watched the preacher for about an hour in silence. After it had finished, he told me he was waiting 
to bring his family over to Australia. He had not seen them in five years, except on Skype, when 
he could afford the calling fees. To take his mind off things, he turned to Jesus. ‘He has a plan,’ he 
told me.  
Basel continued his rant. ‘I don’t mind that he is Christian, you know, I don’t mind! I 
don’t care, Christian, whatever. I have friends they are Christian. Just sometimes I want to sit and 
watch TV. He’s always just, on the sofa, you know.’ 
‘Guard wants to see you,’ I say, changing the subject. 
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‘Guard? Which guard?’ He raises his eyes from his paper. ‘There are many of them.’ 
I describe him.  
He laughs and says, ‘Sudanese man, Okot?’ 
‘Maybe. Why does he want to see you?’ 
‘Sometimes a man just wants to see you, you know? To talk. He has nothing to do. He 
needs visitors. I can’t go now. I’ll go out later, I will see him then.’  
Basel was a medical student before he left Sudan. Now he’s volunteering with the 
Sudanese community groups until he can study medicine again. He knows many people, even 
local people, but like me he can’t work. ‘I will give a speech tonight,’ he tells me. ‘Maybe you can 
help me, because you are a poet. Can you read it for me, to tell me it’s good or not?’  
I do not think of myself as a poet. I was never good at writing, but I have learned to like 
it. When I was in prison I started writing. Writing was all I could do. After Fatim and Hashim 
were taken in the protests, the guards raided my flat, took me to Evin Prison, took my phone and 
computer. My room was small, just enough for me to lie down on the cement floor. I was given a 
blanket and a towel. It had a window and layers of steel between me and the light. The wall was 
yellowing white. After I was writing I don’t know how long, I saw my hand and I saw the bone 
and scar. I wrote nothing, and I lost the time. When I looked for the date and time, it was one 
week later. I didn’t know. One week and I was just writing non-stop. Look at this, look at that. 
But I really liked it, losing the time. Too much writing, and like that, it was gone.  
  The ringing in my ears starts, and I feel light headed. ‘Give me one hour,’ I say. I can’t tell 
if it is the medication or a headache. I need to lie in the dark. I tell Basel that I will read his writing 
when I get up.  
When I wake, the sun is shining through the window and the room is too hot. It takes me 
some time to realise Basel has left. I thought I felt his presence in the house, but I didn’t check. A 
psychologist who spoke to me on Christmas Island told me that anxiety makes you feel like you 
have special powers. That you can hear people’s thinking, feel their energy.  
On the table a note lies flat under a cup of half-drunk coffee, the edges of the gridded 
paper torn lengthways against the grain. He had drawn a map to the university, with lines labelled 
in tram numbers. I feel for the tram pass in my pocket given to me by Clinton and hope that I 
don’t have to recharge it.  
In the sink the dishes have been piled delicately, awaiting the time when one of us will 
return with detergent. The one that is cleanest is the mug atop the paper. I rinse it and turn on the 
kettle to make myself a coffee and two-minute noodles.  
I will go after this, I tell myself.  
It takes me at least two hours to work up the courage to leave the flat.  
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Chapter 14: Steam 
 
Nina 
 
From Kali’s window I can see my building. Below the white dresses of the Sisters are blowing 
around them in the gardens.  
 Elias has returned. Faraji, Basel and Okot are not with him.  
‘Why you home?’ Kali asks. ‘You ran away when the Sisters came. What? You see them 
leave from Okot’s flat?’ 
‘Okot had to go to work in Footscray. Anyway, I’m cooking,’ he says, turning his back to 
her.  
Kali offers me some lamb stew.  
I don’t eat meat. When I came to Australia, it took me nine months to be able to eat 
normal food. The first time I went to a shop I bought tomatoes and mango and pineapple, the 
same as back home. But they didn’t look real. I was thinking, maybe I didn’t buy the correct ones, 
maybe they were just similar. I was so confused I was just standing in the middle of the 
supermarket. Then, I looked up and all I could see was meat, so much meat. All in the windows of 
the butcher’s. It made me feel sick. It was just all over the supermarket. The air-conditioner was 
on and it was so cold. I looked at it and I just felt dizzy.  
My family didn’t eat much meat. In the part of Sudan where I grew up we don’t have a lot 
of meat. You eat meat maybe once a year. So if you have meat, maybe it’s a small piece because 
everybody divides it with everyone. We didn’t kill cows for meat. We were nomads, we had them 
for milk and butter. So even now here, when I go to the shop, I have to stand outside. They come 
and say, ‘Hello, Nina, what do you want?’ and get the food for me. 
Elias is standing in the living room holding a large plastic spoon. ‘You think she cooks 
because she offers you food?’ he says. ‘I cook.’ 
‘I don’t believe you,’ I say, laughing.  
Kali is laughing next to me. She wipes her eyes. ‘He cooks beer,’ she says, pointing to the 
furnace with the plastic tub next to it. 
‘It’s true. She doesn’t cook. I know how to cook Australian food. I’m a master chef.’  
‘He gets a certificate. That’s why he thinks he’s a chef,’ Kali says through her tears. 
‘It’s true.’ He puts down his spoon and walks to me. Taking my hand, he leads me to the 
kitchen. He points to a large bloody plastic bag of fresh meat on the floor. It’s so big that it will 
not fit on the counter. I gag. He points to the small pot on the stove. ‘See that! I made that.’ He 
opens it. ‘Smell.’  
The pot is steamy and the meat has boiled down. He holds the lid to my nose for me to 
inhale. I see the bag on the floor and feel dizzy.  
‘Good,’ I say, nauseated.  
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‘Yeah, see! I will cook for you,’ he says proudly. 
Kali has now stopped laughing. I go to her. ‘You alright, my dear? You know she doesn’t 
eat meat? What she just tell you?’ She rubs my back. 
Elias is in the kitchen with a bucket full of cornmeal, pouring some into a bowl and then 
hot water on top of it.  
  ‘Let me to tell you,’ Kali says seriously, ‘you need to take care of yourself. You don’t eat 
meat and you’re not strong.’ 
‘You think eating meat will make me healthy?’ I ask, thinking about my problem. 
Kali frowns. ‘My dear, I know what healthy food is. People, they don’t believe me, but I 
know. You know, the other day, my children’s teacher says to me that my children must to eat 
healthy, she asks me, What do you give them to eat? I tell to her that I give them food from Africa. 
But my children don’t like this food. Now they want Maggi noodles and sausages. You know what 
she says me then? No, you must to cook vegetables. Vegetables, Nina! I buy vegetables, my family does 
not eat them. I cook healthy but no one eats it. And No! teacher says. spinach, broccoli, carrot, she 
says. My god, my god. But I don’t know how to cook this.’ Kali lifts her hands up. ‘Steam, the 
teacher says. Steam! My dear, I do not know what is steam. She says to me, You must boil and take 
out the vegetables. Can you listen to this? Boiling has no flavour. I fry. That is how I cook.’ 
‘You try it?’ I ask. 
Kali says, ‘You know, I put these veggies in the pot with the beans but I don’t like it. So 
now when she asks me about veggies I say, Yes. I say, Steam, that is how I cook. These teachers, they 
think they know. They know about science, math, but food?’ She rolls her eyes.  
 ‘The teachers want to know what you cook?’ I ask. I can’t believe it. ‘They never asked 
me this about my daughter. They never visited me in the flat.’ 
‘No! They don’t visit the flat. They just ask when I go to get the children from school. 
But, you know, Nina, when I first came, my first flat …’ she laughs. ‘Oh my god, if the teacher 
saw it! I was pregnant. The government said, Get a flat and we will give you money. So we got a flat. 
Not this building, the one across from this building. And my god. The place we got, ha! The wall, 
the wall moved it had so many cockroaches. Everywhere. And we had nothing, no furniture. We 
slept on the floor. And spiders, you know, like Spider-man? Spiders everywhere. It was on the 
seventeenth floor. The place, it was filled with cockroaches, so bad you don’t even see the 
window. You know, Nina, I was thinking God is testing me. I made a call to the Housing 
Commission. I told them, You have to change this place. I became so angry, I was thinking about my 
child. I wouldn’t get off the phone until they promised me. A month later, they got us a new 
place.’ 
I laugh. I had a similar experience. ‘You know, once the Minister of Housing came to the 
Richmond flats I was volunteering next to. We were working in the clinic nearby and we were 
watching TV. Then we see him walking around this place, and it’s so ugly. There is nothing inside. 
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It’s like all the furniture, they took it out for the camera. And he says, Oh, isn’t this amazing? Isn’t 
this wonderful? This place they give to you to live. You live in such a beautiful place. I nearly got up to walk 
down there. I wanted to say, Sir, would you like to move here with your children, if it’s that beautiful?’  
Elias yells from the kitchen and hands me a bowl of corn and beans. ‘Vegetarian,’ he says 
proudly.  
There is a piece of lamb in the corner, like he had tried to take them all out but missed 
this one piece. I walk to the window, and brush it aside with the spoon so that I can try the beans. 
The bowl is steaming in my hand, fogging the window. Through the haze I can see the sun is 
burning the empty garden grass a dull yellow.  
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Chapter 15: Do Not Pass Go 
 
Nina 
 
Zachie is looking for his missing toy. He checks under the papaya skin coloured sofas and doesn’t 
find it. He looks under an Indian rug. His head tilts as he looks to us for answers. Kali suggests 
that he check his older sister’s room. He rolls his eyes and stamps away with his hands hanging 
limply by his sides, his knees reaching to his chest. He is marching. Kali quickly gets up and takes 
her large black mock-leather purse. She has taken it up so fast that the plump files she has placed 
inside almost fall out.  
‘We go now,’ Kali says and pushes me out the door before Zachie can see she is leaving. 
As the dusty flywire door crashes behind us, we can see Zachie standing behind it, his lower lip 
shaking.  
‘Where you going?’ he yells, his arms against the flywire. 
Kali turns to him in the corridor. ‘I’m going to get lollies.’  
‘You’re not.’ He is angry, crossing his arms, tears in his eyes.  
‘I’ll bring you back lollies, okay? Go in now. Talk to your daddy.’  
He does not see Elias come up behind him. His eyes widen as he is picked up. Elias 
swings Zachie back and forth until he is on his shoulders. ‘You don’t want to hang out with me? 
You don’t like me? Eh?’  
Zachie is trying not to smile, but he does and Elias smiles at us as he carries him back 
inside.  
‘You make appointment with Centrelink?’ Kali asks. 
‘Yes? You know where it is? Twenty minutes walking,’ I say. ‘It says online. Did you 
make an appointment there?’ 
Kali stops. ‘Online? You can make it online? I don’t know how to do that.’ 
‘It’s okay, we’ll walk.’ I take her arm. ‘We don’t need an appointment.’ 
She laughs again. It is so deep that she has to put her hand on her knee or she will fall 
over. ‘You know,’ she puts her hand around my waist as we leave the building and begin to walk 
through the gardens, ‘last time, I made the appointment. I went in. I looked around. I did not 
know where to go,’ she looked me with a mixture of shame and amusement, ‘and I ran away.’ 
‘You didn’t make the appointment?’ 
‘No!’ she laughed. ‘I don’t know why – but I walked in and turned around.’ 
‘Why?’ I ask. 
‘I don’t know. I think I’m always shy,’ she says coyly.  
‘I don’t believe you,’ I say, laughing. 
 ‘I’m shy!’ She thought about it for a minute. ‘When I’m not shy, it’s for my children. You 
know, when I first arrive, my baby girl, she come sick. I went outside. I was crying for help, crying 
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and holding her. She would not wake. Finally, a woman says to me, Excuse me, do you need help? I 
cried, Please, you must to help me. She put her hand on my daughter’s head and took me by the arm. 
She took me through laneway between buildings, through the carpark, to the clinic behind the 
yellow chemist warehouse. At the clinic they did not take her. Just they asked me questions. And 
the nurse, she showed me a card and asked me where was mine. The medical card, you know? I 
told her I did not have this card with me. The woman shakes her head and prints out a map, and 
pointed to a hospital on the map. So I shook my head. No, I told them, I will not leave this place.  
And, my dear …’ Kali whispers, ‘I was shaking. My hand became like this …’ Her hands 
shake, her face fearful. ‘So the nurse, she gave me a phone. My daughter woke and her eyes were 
white, no pupils. She was hot. I could barely hold her. They said to me I must to call someone. 
They asked me did I have other children and where were they. My children were in the house and 
alone with my fourteen-year-old son, my eldest. I was thinking, Why do they need to know about my 
other children? This is my child. The nurse asked me did I have any phone numbers. And my god, I 
was lucky because in my pocket was the phone number of Sister Mary. So I called and said, My 
child is sick! Help me. Sister Mary told me to give the phone to the nurse. I heard the nurse say to 
the Sister that I could not be here, that I must to go to hospital. This is clinic, they could not help 
me because I didn’t have a Medicare card …’ 
Kali shook her head. ‘I began to cry, I did not know where the hospital was. And the 
nurse was telling me to take a taxi. Nina, I had no money, no card. My child was not waking. 
When the nurse gave me back the phone, Sister Mary said they would call the doctor. My dear, 
Sister Mary and Sister Maria were in the clinic in fifteen minutes. Sister Mary came and took my 
child and brought her into a room with a bed and the doctor came. She said to him, You will see this 
child now, and he did.’ Kali shakes her head. ‘I go to the hospital and sometimes they don’t believe 
me. I don’t know why.’  
‘It’s good you’re not shy for your children,’ I say to Kali. 
 ‘But Centrelink,’ she laughs. ‘No, today I can’t even go to Centrelink alone.’  
  ‘Let’s go. We’ll see if you run.’ I laugh. Centrelink for me is not so scary, only boring. 
You sit for maybe hours. Sometimes they do not even see you. They want to know everything 
about you. If something changes, you have to tell them. If you don’t, they take your money. Or 
worse, they ask for money back.  
 Young people cross the road everywhere. We pass the cafes, where they sit and drink 
cappuccinos. I have the urge to sit and drink coffee, to have nothing else to do but spend an hour 
in a cafe talking. I wonder how long Centrelink will take.  
We pass the old houses that join together. Bikes sit on the black-and-white tiles in the 
front terraces, the stones of the short wall crumbling onto the pavement. Each building is a 
different colour, blue, green, yellow, white, and above the iron decorations hang from the 
rooftops.  
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Kali says to me, ‘You know, my head hurts because I’m all the time thinking about 
money. Some people maybe they are thinking about how they must find a husband, maybe have 
children. For me, it’s money.’ 
‘This is why I want you to work for me while I am away,’ I say. My breath is becoming 
heavy.  
Kali stops. ‘You’re going away? Where you going?’ 
‘I have an appointment. Maybe a long appointment at Peter Mac, I don’t know.’ I look 
past St Patrick’s Cathedral, its sharp spires reaching upward. Behind it is the Peter MacCallum 
Cancer Centre. 
‘Long? It’s just one day. They do not need more,’ she says before continuing walking.  
‘Maybe it’s longer.’  
Kali becomes quiet. I put my arm around her waist. It is me who is shaking now.  
Less than one week ago I went to visit the GP. I showed him the lump on my breast, it 
was like a pebble under the skin. He asked me why I didn’t do my health check. I told him I didn’t 
know I needed it. He said I needed to go to St Vinny’s now and get an X-ray. They needed to 
remove it. I didn’t want to go to hospital. I needed to work. If I go, they keep me there. At least, I 
needed to tell work. I didn’t want them to find someone else who is not sick and give my job to 
them.  
Centrelink is like an office building. It is square-shaped with blue-mirrored windows. On 
the pavement before the entrance, words have been spray-painted: Do not pass go. Do not collect 
$200. Next to it is a picture of a small man in a tuxedo and a moustache running away with 
money. Inside there are signs everywhere, Applications already lodged and Information. A woman in 
uniform is standing by a machine that distributes tickets. ‘What are you here for?’ 
‘Can we apply for Newstart allowance?’ I ask. 
She does not blink. ‘Have you lodged before?’  
We look at each other and Kali takes out a piece of paper, showing it to the woman. She 
pulls two tickets from the machine and hands one to each of us. ‘Wait there,’ she says, pointing to 
the rows and rows of green seats that are nearly full. ‘They’ll call your number.’ 
There are only three desks for all these people. I look at my number, BL013, and then at 
Kali’s, C082. ‘Different,’ I say, hitting Kali’s ticket.  
Kali looks at it, frowns, and then begins to laugh. She pats me on the back. 
After thirty minutes, it says C082 go to desk 2 on the screen. We walk to the desk. The 
woman gives us a form and Kali asks for a translator who speaks Swahili, but the woman does not 
promise anything. She says we don’t need it. My number is flashing on the screen but I ignore it. I 
did not come here for anything but to join Kali. BL013 the screen blinks. BL013. 
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Kali takes her seat with a pen and form. But we can’t understand the words. Surname is 
sometimes Family name. She does not know her email address and so she doesn’t want to put it on 
the form.  
‘BL013,’ someone says over the PA system loudly. I crumple the ticket and put it away in 
my pocket.  
When we return to where the woman was, ‘You have to get an email address,’ she tells us.  
‘BL013,’ the voice over the PA says again.  
‘I have it,’ Kali says. ‘I do not remember.’  
‘Can you call someone?’ 
Kali leaves to call Elias on her phone. He picks up and she starts to ask him to find her 
email address, which is in a pile of papers on the shelf above the couch. But he can’t find it. I ask 
if she can put down my email address.  
‘She needs her own. We need to be able to contact her directly.’  
I fold the form up and put it in the bag. They are still calling BL013 as I walk back down 
the stairs. ‘I’ll go with you again, don’t worry,’ I say.  
‘Why you didn’t apply?’ Kali asks, ‘You can maybe go to the doctor.’ 
‘I’m okay. I know how to wait. For ten years I waited in Cairo to come to Australia. Cairo 
is a very crazy city. It’s crazy more than any other city. The cars are everywhere and so close that 
they push you in your backside. Ten years in the houses on the outskirts of the city, I waited. I 
have time.’ 
When we are outside, Kali falls onto a seat outside the cafe next door. ‘They have alcohol 
here?’  
I look around, and a waitress comes. ‘I heard you. Yes, we do. I get you some wine?’  
I say no. I have work in a few hours. 
‘You get me a wine?’ Kali asks. 
‘Why wine? Why not coffee?’ I ask.  
‘I don’t drink coffee,’ she says. 
‘I did not know you drink wine?’  
She gives me a questioning look. ‘No. I use it to brush my teeth,’ she says. 
The waitress returns. ‘I’m sorry, we can’t serve you until three. It’s our licence.’  
‘Water then,’ Kali says. 
‘Cappuccino,’ I say.  
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Chapter 16: The Wake 
 
Lucy 
 
Val told me she was dying by text message. It said: No coffee this week. Lost 90 per cent of my bone 
marrow. Can’t continue chemo. Guess I’ll just fade away. Anyway, enjoying the tennis.  
Later, she said to me, ‘Why should you have all the fun when I’m dead?’ and told me that 
she intended to throw a party at an upscale restaurant at the end of ACDC Lane.  
I stood in the laneway, my right heel jammed into a waterlogged crack in the asphalt. 
Closed in by the grafittied buildings, layers of promotional film and band posters were peeling 
away. I watched the water rise like smoke from the hot ground and, with it, exhaled the stale 
breath of discarded cigarettes. Cherry Bar was nestled in the wall, across from the stencil of a rat 
skeleton on a motorcycle and a monochromatic poster of Angus Young on guitar. Lipstick was 
smudged around his face where women had pursed their lips to the image in tribute. It stank of 
whisky from the night before. Laneway to Hell was scribbled on the wall with a black sharpie. The 
restaurant stood at a distance from the end of the lane, its polished brick walls seemingly 
unscathed.  
‘Flaca!’ someone called when I entered the restaurant. ‘Oh no,’ Santi said when he saw me 
up close, ‘my mistake. I thought you were your mother. It’s Flacita,’ he said, laughing at his own 
joke. ‘Little Flaca, that’s you.’ Friends and family called my mother Flaca. It had taken on an ironic 
tone, since she was not so skinny anymore. ‘Come,’ he said, ‘we have a seat for you, next to your 
father. Your mother and her husband are gonna sit there too, I think.’ I grimaced. He caught sight 
of it and winked. ‘Not so bad,’ he said. 
Mum arrived to the table at the same time and sat next to her new husband, Richard. She 
was trying not to speak Spanish because Richard didn’t speak a word of it, being white Australian 
for at least three generations back. Mum twirled her fingers around her long, orange beaded 
necklace and leaned over the table to talk to Santi as soon as he returned.  
‘There you are, Flaca,’ he laughed. ‘I was looking for you and I found the other Flacita.’  
Richard did not look up, he sat reading over the wines, apparently uninterested in the 
conversation. I kissed everyone at the table and sat between my mother and father.  
Papa had a nickname too, it was ‘Tiny.’ It had been given to him by Val, though they 
were about the same height. So Richard sat next to Mum, who sat next to me, who sat next to Pa, 
who sat next to Santi. Santi’s wife had aligned herself with another group at the furthest end of 
the room. I sat there wishing my mother and Richard had done the same.  
Val’s Irish son-in-law, Tom, stood on a chair and tapped his wine glass with a spoon. 
When the crowd had quieted, he welcomed them all to the wake, which he boasted was his idea. 
Whispers moved around the room like currents. He announced, raising his glass, that wine was 
paid for and this was met with several cheers. Richard, who had closed the menu, took it up again. 
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Tom continued his speech when the applause died down. ‘There is to be no sadness,’ he said, 
assuming the role of host. With all seriousness, he added, ‘Those that show the first sign of a 
sullen face will be promptly ejected from the venue.’ On that note, he resumed his seat. The 
crowd cheered.  
Tia Ines came in like a whirlwind, and took the empty seat next to Santi. She was ready to 
talk. She had held it in for far too long – there were whispers that Val’s funeral ceremony would 
take place in a park, not a church. There was no priest at the wake to turn to, though Ines had 
threatened to bring one. For Ines, Val might as well have asked that her body be placed in the 
street to rot.  
As though she sensed what Tia Ines was going to say, Val emerged with a woman in a 
brightly coloured hijab and invited her to sit next to Ines. I recognised her from my political 
course. We had spoken. This rounded the table out, leaving her between Ines and Richard.  
‘Lucy, this is Azra. You go to school together,’ Val said.  
She went to take a chair to pull between myself and Mum, but Azra rose and grabbed the 
chair for her. ‘No, no, you mustn’t do too much. You want me to sit next to Lucy, yes?’ 
‘Yes, you two must meet,’ she said before becoming distracted by Santi. She went over 
and kissed him on each cheek. Azra repositioned herself between Mum and me.  
Azra’s brown eyes were decorated with several elegant shades of eye shadow and liner. 
Bright colours were a stipulation of the wake. Any dark colours or sad faces were to be removed 
immediately, though this did not stop many there, including Ines. Ines was all in black, but it 
seemed she had, at the last minute, adorned her dress with a lime green and gold shawl, 
embroidered with flowers and lace, and burning red lipstick. 
‘Are you one of Val’s students?’ I asked Azra, excited. I hadn’t realised we had a 
connection. 
‘She tutored me through a uni program,’ she said. ‘At Melbourne Uni.’  
I smiled and took up the menu. ‘Mind if I have a drink?’ I asked.  
‘If you’re having one,’ Ines interrupted, as though I had been speaking to her.  
I couldn’t tell if she were interested or annoyed by Azra, or both. The wake was bad 
enough, in her opinion, without other religions represented there as well. Azra adjusted her 
reading glasses, smiled and motioned for me to proceed with ordering. She had little choice really, 
I was holding the waiter hostage waiting for her answer.  
Tia Val arrived again, kneeling between us, a glass of red wine already in hand. ‘Oh good, 
you two already know each other,’ she said. 
‘You introduced us,’ I reminded her. ‘But we have met before. We’re in the same class. 
How are you feeling? Shouldn’t you sit down? People will come to you.’  
‘Oh,’ she said waving her hand around, ‘I’ve taken so many drugs. Don’t worry, my 
doctor’s here. Hello!’ She waved to the next table.  
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A stern grey-haired man nodded in response, raising a wine glass of water. I waved.  
‘Your father didn’t bring a date,’ she said loudly, making a face at him. 
‘Leave me alone, Val!’ he laughed.  
‘Listen to the way he talks to me. I’m going to die soon, you know.’ 
‘It’s not going to work, Val,’ he said, sipping his wine.  
At this, she laughed and went over to speak to him. 
‘How’re ya going?’ I asked Azra, reddened by the first few sips of sauvignon blanc.  
She responded quickly, ‘Good. You?’  
 ‘We’ll have to meet up at school,’ I ventured.  
‘Yes, that would be lovely,’ she smiled. 
‘We’ll have to get a coffee.’  
Santi interrupted. ‘I hear you have been getting coffee with Val. That is good of you, 
Lucy, to go see your Tia.’  
‘Thank you, Tio Santi. It’s been really interesting. Last time Tia Val told me about my 
godmother.’ A silence fell over the table. 
My mother, wide-eyed, said, ‘You asked her about Lucia? Why did you do that?’ The 
sharpness in her voice caused Azra to move back in her seat quickly.  
‘She’s my godmother, I wanted to know about her,’ I quipped back. 
‘Oh god, Lucy, what is the matter with you?’ my mother sighed. She began mumbling in 
Spanish. 
‘What do you mean?’ I raised my voice.  
My mum threw down her napkin. ‘You always do this, you can’t leave things alone. You 
keep bothering people until they tell you things. Like when you used to run off to those protests.’  
She stood up and walked away, her hand on her forehead. I was red with embarrassment. 
No one spoke or looked at me except for Azra.  
She said softly, ‘It’s okay. Don’t worry. Mothers, they want what’s best for you.’  
Ines leaned over to me and said, ‘She’s just emotional, Lucy, she doesn’t know how to 
deal with these situations.’ She smiled, ‘We thought it was funny, you and the protests.’ She waited 
for my response, but I had none.  
‘We used to protest. We used to protest a lot. In nineteen seventy-four or seventy-three, I 
think. The solidarity was amazing then,’ Santi ventured. ‘You know, it was Australians and the 
Chileans together. There was the union boycott of Chilean ships and embargo, you remember, 
Ines?’ 
‘You know,’ Ines said to me, ‘when you came they were still protesting the Pinochet 
dictatorship here in Melbourne. We would all meet in the city and go to these rallies. You came in 
the eighties and we would take you with us.’ 
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‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I remember. Every year we would make these badges that said twelve years 
of dictatorship, thirteen years of dictatorship, fourteen years ...’  
‘That’s right,’ Ines said. ‘This may sound terrible but I actually miss those protests. It’s 
not the same now, of course. Not the same. But what you did, Lucy, is not so different from us. 
It’s probably our fault, really.’ 
I saw my mother pacing across the room, and when she returned the silence fell again. 
She never forgot an argument. ‘Do you think that was a good question to ask your tia, this close 
to …’ she lowered her voice, ‘her death. Hey? Do you?’ 
‘Let her alone,’ Santi said. ‘She should know. Why shouldn’t she? You don’t tell these 
children anything. That’s why I tell my Andres everything.’ 
‘And look at Andres,’ my mother whispered. 
‘What is that supposed to mean? Oh god, Flaca, join the twenty-first century, will you?’ he 
quipped back. 
‘Excuse me,’ Azra said to me quietly, excusing herself from the table.  
I wanted to stop her, but I had started this. When I was sure she was gone, I said, ‘Why 
shouldn’t I know that Lucia was an activist? That she was disappeared?’  
My mother’s voice became more cutting. ‘You ruin everything. I don’t want to talk about 
this anymore. This is a party for your Tia and you ruin it with your questions.’ She folded her 
arms. ‘It’s always about you, is it?’ 
The table became silent. There were five adults at the table, and suddenly their faces were 
like that of children caught in an act of mischief. I realised Tia Val was standing behind us. I had 
the urge to run. She removed her handkerchief and fumbled with it in her hands. Santi tried to 
raise himself with his cane but sat back down. As he fell into his seat, he grabbed my father by the 
arm.  
‘She was my friend, my heart,’ Val said.  
Santi looked down. ‘We all followed Lucia. She was our strength.’ 
‘I didn’t believe in God, but I believed in Lucia,’ Val said, dabbing at her eyes. ‘These 
people … children. They do not know. How can they? And who will tell them? But we, we will 
not forget … because, we cannot forget.’ Val fell back into the chair, breathing deeply. The doctor 
rushed to her side, but she pushed him away and lifted her hands to show she was fine. ‘That all 
people may be lifted up, by the hope of a world made new,’ she whispered.  
I tried to make sense of it, thinking perhaps she had lost her senses. But her eyes did not 
dull, they burned green. She looked at each of us with stern recognition as if to say, No, not yet. My 
senses, my strength, have not gone from me yet. 
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Chapter 17: Lobby 
 
Amar 
 
The cigarette smoke and disinfectant punctures the still air in the lift. At each floor another 
person presses the faintly lit G button. The mirror behind me is nothing more than a piece of 
polished metal, scrapings smoothed over. The lift is the heart of the building, at the centre of the 
three corridors that join the building in its T shape.  
In the lobby, Silvio is on the couch watching the flatscreen TV mounted on the wall. 
Okot is viewing it through the glass in the security office, his arms folded. He leans so far forward 
that he almost hits his head on the protective glass.  
 ‘Leaving?’ Silvio says, his eyes still on the screen. 
 ‘To the city, I think.’ I hold the gridded map up to the light.  
Silvio looks surprised. ‘The city, not the city? The protest’s happening in the city. It’s not 
good. Some protesters will come home drunk. You won’t want to see that.’  
Okot interjects, ‘Not all drunk. They’re angry. Look at them.’ He smiles and all the weight 
of expression falls to his jaw. ‘Angry and drunk are different. Drunk is okay, but you don’t want 
angry people.’ 
‘Angry and drunk. That’s it,’ Silvio corrects himself. ‘See that man there,’ he says, pointing 
to the TV, ‘the one with a black Southern Cross tattoo on his face? That one. You can’t tell me he 
wasn’t drunk when he got that. Why would you do that to yourself? You get a face and put shit all 
over it. Shit. It’s crazy.’ 
‘I’m not going to that place,’ I say. 
‘The city is that place,’ Silvio interrupts. ‘All places are in the city. You understand? All 
trams, they go there. There is no escape.’  
‘I’m going to the university.’  
He appears confused. ‘Which university?’ he asks.  
‘Melbourne University.’  
‘Go to North Melbourne and walk. That’ll be good. Easier.’ 
I’m not sure how I will get there from North Melbourne, this is not on the map.  
‘Goodbye then,’ Silvio says. ‘You could get lost, yeah? Don’t get lost. City is very big for a 
new person to Australia. I know many people, they get lost in the city. For hours! It maybe takes 
hours. Be careful, yeah?’ 
‘City’s not big,’ Okot laughs. 
‘It is, yeah. He’s new. Never been to the city? Am I right?’ Silvio asks.  
I tell him that we drove past the city to come here. 
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 ‘I tell you you’ll get lost. There, you see that building?’ He points to the beautiful building 
with a green lawn filled with protesters on the TV. ‘That’s State Library. Stay away from the 
Library.’  
I promise him that I will. A man knocks on the glass doors and Okot lets him in. He 
shows him his card is not working and Okot opens the second set of security doors. 
I ask Okot how people get into the building without cards.  
‘They don’t,’ he says, looking at the screen sitting on the desk behind him, a black-and-
white TV with a split screen, the security camera footage of the lifts, ‘unless I let them in.’  
Two boys are writing on the metal plate that serves as a mirror with their fingers. The 
man who entered gets into the other lift and stands there, looking around.  
Okot turns to me. ‘You must to know someone. You call them, the phone in the flat 
rings, they let them in. Not me. They don’t know someone, they can’t come in.’  
I ask him what if they don’t know anyone, and just want to visit.  
‘Visit who?’ Okot asks, suddenly becoming animated, his voice booming through the 
sunburst-shaped holes in the glass. ‘I ask you, who wants to come here to visit? Sometimes, you 
see people, they want to do drugs. They want to go to the lift to do smoke.’  
‘How do they get in?’ I ask. 
Okot leans back into his seat. ‘They follow. Don’t let anyone follow you in the building, 
eh? They come, pretending like they live here.’  
I think about what he means by they. Who is they? Outside I picture drug addicts and 
drunks walking around, ready to hit me. And women, like the one named Pauline Hanson, who 
was on the TV when we were in Indonesia. She hated Muslims and halal food. But she looked like 
she would offer you tea and bikkies if you entered her home. How can you tell who they are? 
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PART II 
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Chapter 18: Footscray Station 
 
Amar 
 
The train is on the platform at the station when I arrive. I touch my card onto the scanner and 
walk towards one of the open doors. Then I see them. They are the strangest couple: a man in a 
black shirt with a jumper draped over his shoulders and a pair of sports sunglasses on his head, 
and a blonde woman dressed entirely in pink. The woman is halfway into the train, trying to pull a 
pram onto it. The man has begun to push from behind. On a closer look, the pram’s tyre appears 
to be stuck in the gap between the platform and train.  
I leave the train and approach them. It becomes clear that the wheel is hitting the edge of 
the train and, instead of pulling, they should just tilt it to the right and then lift. As I go to glance 
at the child, the woman pushes the bonnet down over the pram violently.  
‘Excuse me, but can I help you?’ I ask. ‘You just need to move the pram this way.’ I 
motion to the right.  
The man adjusts the pram and it jerks upwards, bouncing so high it almost turns upside-
down. As the woman pulls it onto the train she says, ‘Ta’ and they move to their seats.  
 At the next station the train stops and does not move. We wait for what seems like half 
an hour until I hear the conductor’s voice behind me. I look up and observe the speaker. It’s 
difficult for me to understand when I can’t see a person talking, but it is something like, ‘Dear 
passengers … apologise for t’delay but d’t’police activity will be waiting here awhile.’  
Behind me, about five rows back, three young boys are spread across the seats. 
Skateboards lay piled up in the aisle. On hearing the conductor’s voice they begin yelling at the 
speaker. ‘Just go! They should just go, bro.’ 
‘I’m going to tell her, mate.’ A boy in shorts with dark hair that has fallen over his eyes 
breaks away and goes to the emergency intercom system. ‘Fuck the coppers, just go!’  
There is a moment of silence before the intercom cracks and whirs. ‘This is the driver. 
Please state your emergency,’ it says.  
The boys tilt their heads before falling into fits of laughter. The one at the intercom walks 
quickly out the doors onto the platform. The others take the skateboards and follow. 
A man is sitting next to the intercom reading a book, his glasses nearly falling down his 
nose. Without lifting his eyes, he yells, ‘Just some kids mucking around.’  
‘Thanks for getting back to me,’ the driver says.  
There is the sound of the boys outside and the click of the intercom shutting off. As the 
doors start to beep, they rush back inside and resume places across the seats. All the passengers 
are quiet, so quiet. And nothing – they don’t do anything else. It’s like it never happened. One of 
the boys lights a cigarette and the smell fills the carriage. He gets up casually and moves to the 
small bridge between carriages to finish the cigarette. His friends join him. But this is interesting 
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to no one but me. Time is moving slowly. I have spent so long trapped in loitering moments that 
I can feel it the way I can feel my breath leaving me.  
I watch the telephone lines sagging between the poles, wound up at the top like rubber 
webs. We are running with them, the electricity inside, we are toe to toe with it. I wonder when 
they will decide it is time to take them down. They will all be gone in a few years’ time.  
I spoke to my mother over the internet last week. I don’t remember what prompted it, 
but Basel brought in his laptop and opened it at the kitchen table where I was sitting. The way he 
turned it on reminded me of when I was a child, when my mother gave me a gold chain to 
unravel. It seemed like the disentanglement took an eternity, but she had told me it was only a 
precious few minutes that had passed. When Basel pressed on the blue S icon on the desktop, a 
musical dial tone sounded from the speakers. He helped me to navigate the icons. I’m more of a 
Mac person. We set up an account, so I could call my family. All I could afford was three dollars 
to put towards credit. They can call for free, he suggested, if your mother can get the app. I would only 
have a few minutes to talk for now. 
There is nothing more beautiful than the sound someone who loves you makes when 
hearing your voice for the first time in a long time. It is their own sound, and many do it 
differently. My mother, she has a way of squealing and laughing at the same time. It sounded older 
too, her voice deeper and further away. Or maybe it was just the distance between us.  
There was so much I wanted to say, but I had to explain the app to her. I told her if she 
got it too we could see each other, and she laughed. She said I didn’t want to see an old woman 
like her. ‘Have my nephew set it up,’ I told her.  
She grew serious when she disclosed that she had not heard from her sister’s children, 
Fatim and Hashim. ‘I last saw them in Indonesia,’ I said. I had tried their numbers but they did 
not work. My aunt, I know she wants to know where they are. I can see her, angry at first, asking 
every day, her sternness giving way to despair. A warning appeared on the screen. I was nearly out 
of money. I had just enough time to warn her before she fell silent. I had wanted to say goodbye. 
I remember my last goodbye to her, how it had also seemed insufficient.  
The train rocks gently and I rest my head against the cold window. I turn my thoughts to 
gardens. Last week I found a nice garden. I needed to walk. Boxes and boxes of vegetables 
growing on dirt and small rows of fruit like a backyard garden. I put my hand into the soil and 
kneaded it with my fingers. A woman approached me and asked, ‘Can I help you?’ 
‘I want to walk in your garden,’ I smiled. 
‘This is a community garden,’ she said as she took me through the greenery, spilling out 
from handmade wooden boxes, beams bursting with soil. Carrots. Parsnip. Tomatoes.  
At the end I asked if I could help. She told me they already had too much help.  
‘I know how to farm,’ I said. ‘My family farmed in the mountains. I can help you.’  
She promised to call me, handing me a red Coles bag half-filled with vegetables and fruit.  
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I realise that the train has not moved for ten minutes now, and people are lifting 
themselves up from the seats one by one. Over the intercom they are saying something I cannot 
hear, the conductor’s voice muffled like a bad connection.  
A man in uniform is pushing past those who are leaving, causing them to slide into the 
rows to let him pass. ‘Off the train!’ he’s yelling. ‘Flinders Street Station is closed, the train will be 
terminating here.’  
We exit the station in a swarm of confusion. Some seem to know where they are going, 
others follow helplessly, trying to see over their heads. It strikes me that it is difficult to tell how 
many people are on a train until they are forced off. There are so many people here, and another 
train waiting to disembark its passengers. I can see them in the window, the same unknowing, 
naïve look that I must have worn.  
A woman in pink is angry with the security officer, staring him down. I see a pram next 
to her and recognise her as the woman from the train. She says the metro system needs to provide 
bus service. ‘A bloody mess,’ she calls it.  
Some people are agreeing, gathering like gulls to bread.  
The officer has a calm intensity that only a person resolved to their situation knows. 
‘There is no need to be rude,’ he tells her. ‘I’m just doing my job.’ He turns to the gulls. ‘Take the 
tram or the bus to the city. The replacement busses are on their way, but the tram is right there.’  
The only bus I can see is so filled with people that they have forced themselves in up to 
the doors. After three tries, they manage to shut the doors, and their quiet blast of chatter is 
silenced. I can see it rocking as it moves away from the kerb, the ebb and flow of the people 
within. Something dissonant is ticking within my breast. I grab my chest and it stops with a pain 
that pulls me downward, like the stifling of a small explosion. I look at the calm faces of the 
passengers as the bus moves away. How can they breathe?  
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Chapter 19: Sardines 
 
Azra 
 
Sana and me were like adjoining flames, once together, always carrying each other.  
‘It would be easier if I had finished Year Twelve, I think,’ Sana says.  
‘I did not go to high school here. I asked but they wouldn’t let me,’ I say. 
Sana laughs. ‘No, me either. They say, Don’t worry about it. You’re too old!’ 
‘They didn’t say it!’ I argue. 
‘They did!’ Sana insists. 
‘Not that. You’re younger than me,’ I tell her. 
‘You’re an old lady.’ Sana mimics me walking with a cane.  
I am only 22 years old. She is 21. When the war started again, I couldn’t go to school. 
That’s why my family came here. Our study. We have to study here. I was very interested to go to 
university because, when I was living in Syria, I didn’t go to school for two years. All my friends 
moved overseas and some of them, they went back to my country. I texted them often. They told 
me they were going to university to study. But I couldn’t study anything.  
The tram moves so far up the stop platform so that we have to walk further.  
Sana begins to run next to it. ‘Maybe this one won’t stop,’ she yells. 
‘It will stop,’ I say confidently, trailing behind her, next to the tram’s end. ‘Mashallah,’ I 
say as I knock on the back of it.  
It stops, the doors open and we fall into a fit of laughter.  
Sana is on the steps and reaches her hand for me. ‘Why do you wait? Get on,’ she yells, 
suppressing her laughter. 
Still it is very easy, the tram. Before my family came here we hadn’t caught a train or a 
tram, just the taxi and bus, and the train was just to travel between city and city. But the taxi was 
very cheap and easy to catch. You could find them everywhere.  
I remember the day Sana and I tried to get a taxi from Hoddle Street. It was the day the 
trains stopped because a crash was on the tracks. We had walked far from the crowds, trying to 
get home. In the dimming light of that winter day, when the rainy mist was flickering with the last 
rays from the sun as it disappeared and re-emerged from the clouds, we saw so many taxi lights 
approach us. But no one would stop for us because it was a busy road. It was another hour until 
we found one parked at a petrol station that agreed to take us home.  
On the tram it is cold. The air-conditioning system is on high. There are too many 
people. We squeeze in, pushed against two girls, who wear next to nothing. When I first came I 
remember thinking, all Australian women are beautiful, with beautiful blue eyes. All of them nice 
too, friendly. But I thought too that all the Australian girls were naked. This was a surprise, but 
not anymore. Now I wonder how they are not cold.  
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 ‘Move in!’ A voice shouts from the door.  
No one moves, and one of the girls is crushed up against my back for a minute. She 
apologises politely before moving away again and looking at her friend. In the back there is plenty 
of space and a young man and woman are laughing on the steps. No one will move towards them.  
At the next stop, three boys with wild hair and skateboards get on the tram. They push 
past everyone to find the space at the back, leaning against the wall. The boys are laughing but I 
can’t hear what they’re saying. 
 ‘Should we be worried about these boys? Will they try to take off our hijabs?’ Sana 
whispers to me. 
I watch them for a moment. ‘Who are they talking to? Each other I think. Not us.’  
‘Look at all the people on the tram,’ Sana says. 
 The couple in the back of the tram stand up. The woman rises as if she needs balance.  
‘Excuse me. What did you say?’ A man in black I did not see before yells to me over the 
heads of the crowd. I wonder where he came from. He is not so close, so I do not say anything. 
Now I notice that the girls who were next to us are gone. He is moving closer to us, pushing past 
commuters. I look around but people do not seem to be paying attention. ‘I said shut your 
mouth,’ he says to me.  
‘Give it a rest,’ a man’s voice says from the front of the tram. Another man, a young one, 
stands up and asks him if he would like to sit in his seat.  
‘Nah, nah,’ he says.  
I am thinking the next stop is our stop. Inshallah, it is our stop. I look out the window and 
it is close – Swanston Street is the street we need. We do not need to speak to each other because 
we understand each other. We understand the situation. We go quickly. I do not realise Sana has 
taken my hand until we are outside and I can breathe again. I turn to see the man getting off the 
tram as well. He puts his sunglasses on and looks around. He is with a woman in pink who has a 
pram. We are walking quickly, but I can hear him behind us still. He is mumbling something 
loudly.  
I’m knocked forward. There is a pain in the back of my head, not very bad, but it feels 
wet. Then, a ringing, louder and louder. I check to see if I am standing.  
Sana cries loudly and holds my hand tight to steady me. Her other hand is on my cheek.  
‘I am okay,’ I say to her. I squeeze her hand.  
The young boys from the tram have stopped and are watching us. It is like they have seen 
an accident, they look so scared. I bring my hand to my eyes and try to focus. My heart is beating 
so fast, I cannot concentrate. I realise I am looking for blood, but there is none, thank god. It is 
just wet. Then there is laughter behind me. I turn to see it is the man with the woman. She is 
holding a half-eaten apple in one hand and a bag of apples in the other. On the ground is another 
apple with a bite in it.  
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 ‘You are in Australia. You don’t have to wear that thing on your head. You’re free here. 
Take it off!’ the woman yells. She still has so many apples.  
 ‘Come,’ Sana says and starts to take me away. Her voice is cracking. 
The boys have caught up to us and I jump when I notice one beside me, carrying a 
skateboard. ‘You ’right?’ he asks me. ‘We’ll walk with you, where are you goin’? We’ll go with 
you,’ he says over and over.  
‘It’s okay,’ I tell him. 
‘It’s not okay,’ he says. ‘She hit you. I saw it. I can tell the police for you.’ 
 ‘No, no. It is okay. They are just racists. Stupid people,’ I say.  
Sana is gently brushing the apple off my hijab. I can see her hand shaking. She doesn’t 
look at the boy. 
‘They hit you pretty hard,’ he says.  
‘They hit me, yes, but Inshallah, I know I am strong.’ 
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Chapter 20: My Friend 
 
Nina 
 
My friend is back. My friend in my chest. I lean back and hold my breast. My knee hits the table, 
the coffee plates crash against it. Brown milk pours onto the plate and forms streams across the 
table top. For a moment, we watch helplessly as it rushes towards the table’s edge. Without 
warning, Kali springs up and catches it with a napkin.  
 She reaches over the table and grabs my arm. Her face is one of shock and fear. ‘Is it the 
lump?’  
 ‘It doesn’t hurt. The doctors can just remove it. This is different. This, I’ve had this all my 
life,’ I say. ‘You know, this lump is not the problem. The doctor says it needs to be removed.’  
 ‘It will grow,’ she says.  
 I tell her, ‘It’s not growing. I try to tell them and they don’t believe me. I know my body.’ 
We sit in silence. ‘If I go to the surgery, they’ll give my job to someone else.’ 
Kali thinks for a minute. ‘Maybe don’t say anything. Just tell them you’re sick.’ 
‘Yeah. It’s the flu.’ I wait for her to smile before I begin to laugh. 
It’s the pounding inside my chest. It has been worse since last week. I lean over the table 
and hold the chair while I wait for it to pass.  
In the distance there is chanting. Singing, yelling. Drums. Cries in unison. I take my head 
in my hands. It becomes louder. Kali turns around to see where it is coming from. Around the 
corner a crowd of people emerges carrying a large floating prime minister. Tony Abbott’s mouth 
is in a crooked smile like a puppet. The marchers below open and close it using sticks attached to 
the jaw. Rows of large white teeth appear and disappear. A plume of smoke rises from the back. 
As they approach, we can see that it is coming out of its bum.  
I point to it and begin laughing.  
‘I like Tony,’ Kali says, making a face. 
‘Maybe you love him,’ I laugh. ‘You think he’s handsome?’ 
‘Maybe. Yeah,’ Kali says, smiling innocently. ‘Why do they do it?’ she asks.  
On the other corner are a small group of people. When they see the procession they raise 
signs and shout. Take Back Australia is written across a banner. ‘Go back to where you came 
from,’ one man is screaming. I wonder where they came from, the white people.  
A white van with Channel 9 written across the side pulls up behind them. The back doors 
are open, and four people quickly pull equipment from it. When they are ready, they approach a 
woman with a sign that says, Boycott Halal. Another banner is raised that says, No refugees in our 
home. Kali and I are watching in silence, trying to understand. A man with a large black tattoo 
across his face and no hair on his head shouts into the camera, holding a large Australian flag and 
waving it.  
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I was scared before I came to Australia. We heard a lot about Australia. It wasn’t very 
good news. We heard that white Australian people don’t like black people, that they kill their own 
black people. And Pauline Hanson, we heard about her. How she didn’t want people to come. I 
wanted to go to America because they said that there were no black persons in Australia. We were 
some of the first people, along with some Ethiopians who came before and Iranian people, some 
Arabic people. We didn’t get to choose where the UN sent us. But actually I found Australia very 
welcoming. I fell in love with it and the nature. I loved it. 
It was once, someone like this I saw, yelling at me. He had no reason. A man on the tram. 
He got on, and he looked right at me. You could see it, in the eyes. The look like maybe 
something was not right. I got up and moved to the other side of the tram. Behind me I felt his 
feet hitting the floor, heavy steps. Each step, slightly faster than my step. I stopped next to a large 
man reading a paper and took a seat quickly. That’s when he leaned over me. Standing I would be 
taller than him, but sitting he could do this. He looked at me, anger in his face, and then he said, 
‘Not everything is about you, you know.’ I shut up, not saying a word. He waited for it too, waited 
for me to say something.  
As a black person, if I talk and raise my voice, I would be the problem. If I say anything, 
it will be me who is the troublemaker. Then, he was just yelling at me, insulting me. Things like 
‘Taking our jobs, you bitch’ and ‘We don’t want you here, go back to your country,’ other horrible 
things I don’t want to remember. And I just sat there and I didn’t look at him and I said to myself, 
‘I am not going to get off.’ No one dared say anything and he was just humiliating me in front of 
all the people on the tram, like they were just watching me being eaten by a dog. That’s what it felt 
like, like being eaten by a dog.  
I wonder if it will happen again. Two days ago, the Attorney-General said that people 
should have the right to say things that are bigoted, though the Racial Discrimination Act does 
not allow it. They have the right to be bigots in Australia. It is when things like this happen, the 
abuse gets worse. The people feel that they can say something to us.  
‘I think these people are confused,’ I say to Kali, motioning towards the crowd in front of 
the camera. ‘The government creates fear in people, so the fear is our problem. The fear of 
nothing, we just create that fear in our heads, that we are going to be taken over by whoever.’ 
Kali nods and sips her drink.  
The procession is coming to an end. The last group, a large group of women, move 
slowly through, all in purple and pink. As they approach us, we realise they are all old, white-
haired women. Some are in wheelchairs and some even walk with canes. But they have such 
energy, still shouting as they walk past. They raise a purple banner that says, Grandmothers against 
children in detention. And they seem to be having such a good time. They are chanting together and 
raising their fists. As they pass the cameras, the cameras turn from the angry group to them. They 
stop and smile and continue to chant, unafraid. Behind them, the Take Back Australia banner is 
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not being held so straight anymore. Maybe they don’t want to insult the grandmothers, maybe 
they are afraid because it could be their grandmother. I’m thinking to myself that we forget that 
this is one world. We cannot be a hero in the wide, wide world. You can’t be a hero alone. If 
someone said you have to love the world your children are in, love is not just for your children 
alone, because the world itself is the children. They can’t grow up in the world to love without it. 
If you have a little tree, you do not expect that it will grow up with the same root. 
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Chapter 21: To Melbourne Central 
 
Lucy 
 
I wonder at how much I revered and hated Val. She, like so many from her time, had mistaken 
fear for respect. Who could blame them? The symptoms were so similar.  
Valley’s eyes are closed and she is resting her head against the window. Her defiant 
attitude towards the officer gave her a momentary maturity. In the cool air-conditioning I’m 
struggling to keep warm, feeling guilty that I should be so cold on a forty-degree day. But her 
breath has become as regular as a heartbeat. I wonder how long she’d been waiting to close her 
eyes. 
A loud noise causes us to jump. It sounds like a wet towel cracked near my ear. There is a 
hand on the window and the grin of a small, blonde teenage boy behind it. Valley is up, her hand 
in a fist ready to deal him a blow. She is outside before I realise what is happening. He laughs and 
ducks to dodge it.  
I can hear her voice. ‘You said you was on the other train.’  
The carriage fills with noise. Valley and her friend arrive with four more boys, kicking an 
empty goon box. Drops of cheap red wine are still seeping out of it, flying around as it spins in 
the air, leaving a crimson trail of drops. One of the boys has it all over his pressed white shirt. I’m 
watching with a mixture of confusion and amusement.  
A woman barrels through the inter-carriage doors and gives chase to it, sneering at them, 
mumbling to herself, ‘It’s mine, eh. You promised it to me if I bought it for ya.’ Her white-blonde 
hair is falling over her shoulders in thin clumps. She has had so much time in the sun that her skin 
is an unnatural blotchy burn over her bare shoulders, tight wrinkles across her face. I wonder at 
her age, but the slur and skin make it difficult to see.  
One of the boys seizes the box and pulls a silver bag from it, the spout dripping red onto 
the floor. He puts it above his head, pulling the spout, red falling into his mouth and onto his 
shirt. He throws it to another boy, wiping the droplets from around his mouth with his stained 
sleeve. ‘It’s empty!’ he yells.  
The woman is clinging to the box and lets out a frustrated groan. Throwing it down, she 
collapses into the accessible seating. The boys are laughing and sitting all around me.  
‘We lost you on the tram from St Kilda. Hey, did you see that old derro security guy, 
Kara?’ the blonde boy asks Valley. 
  ‘Name’s Valley. I told you.’ 
‘Valley is what you write on the walls. She tell you ’bout her tags?’ He pulls out a phone 
and starts to show pictures of graffiti on St Kilda laneway walls. The last three are at the beach. 
‘Sick, right?’ He smiles at the images on the phone.  
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‘He,’ Valley said, referring to the security officer, ‘tried to give me a ticket but I was, like, 
fuck off and shit. I can’t believe I missed the city. Had to get the train back.’ 
  An announcement is muffled over the noises: All stations to Eltham via the city loop. 
Remember to touch on and touch off. 
 A girl in a wheelchair boards, and the group moves away dutifully. One stands and goes 
further down the carriage towards the doors again. The flag on her motorised wheelchair is 
orange and triangular, like an identifier on a field. Her windbreaker is thick and black, ready for 
the air conditioning.  
 Another authorised officer walks on board. We eye the black pockets, his white-pressed 
collar emerging out of the black militaristic outfit as though he were a professional. His ear is on 
his phone and the other on the pen in his pocket. ‘Alright, yeah. That sligon? Right,’ he says into 
his intercom and puts his hand on his chin in contemplation. He sees the kids around me, looks at 
the wine bag, the empty box, the distraught woman now asleep on her seat, sand on the floor 
around her ankles. He speaks into the walkie-talkie again. Gently he nudges the woman awake. 
‘You right, Molly? Gonna have a rest on the train, are ya?’ 
‘Yeah,’ she says sweetly. ‘That alright? Just a nap.’ 
‘How’s your daughter? You staying with her?’ he asks, concern in his voice. 
‘She’s good. Got a new husband, I tell you? Married last weekend. I don’t want to bother 
her,’ she yawns and rests her head on the wall.  
‘You take care of yourself,’ he says, unsurprised.  
Molly nods and closes her eyes. He leans into his intercom and mumbles a few words. 
Stopping at the empty box, he picks it up and looks around. The boy with the stains on his shirt 
turns around and pretends to look out the window, his hand on his head. He hums to himself and 
his friends laugh.  
 Now arriving at Melbourne Central.  
  As I walk out, I see several more officers on the platform waiting for the train to get in. 
The platform is dark, underground, below a bustling mall. The boys and girl see the officers and 
move towards the front of the train again. I watch them move through the carriage windows, lit 
up like a doll’s house at night. The officers board the train, walking past Molly. I can see Valley in 
the window, looking out, not at me, but just out at the people passing. There is a streak of blue 
spray-paint I hadn’t noticed before on her arm. The boys are standing around her, laughing. My 
phone vibrates in my pocket. I reach into it, turning my back on them.  
  
 229 
 
Chapter 22: Protest 
 
Azra 
 
‘Azra? Azra!’ Sana says, trying to get my attention. Back home, if there was yelling in the distance I 
knew to stay away. If it was close, I knew to leave. Ahead the grass of the State Library is 
collecting people. I look at the Library building, its white columns atop a distant set of stairs. Like 
me, it seems to be trapped in a moment in time.  
‘… Azra, those people, on the tram … will you be okay?’ 
‘Yes, I think maybe there is something wrong with them,’ I say, pushing it to back of my 
mind. It is like suddenly I feel …  I don’t know how I can describe it, strength maybe. This 
moment, I don’t mind about them anymore. People who do these things, they are cowards. They 
will be afraid to follow. I promise Sana to call her if I have any trouble. She disappears into the 
crowd on Swanston Street.  
I walk around to the steps of the Library. I can see more people arriving, like rainwater 
running down stairs. They hold signs with pictures of children behind bars, and what looks like 
the passport photo of a man with tired eyes and unkempt hair, a mole on his cheek. The ground is 
hot under me as I sit down next to two women in brightly coloured saris who are playing with a 
little boy. He is a happy child, distracted easily by what they say to him and the faces they make.  
‘Hey there.’ A blonde woman of no more than 19 years is standing in front of me, 
smiling, with a clipboard. ‘How ya going?’ 
‘Good. How are you?’ I say. 
‘Good. I was wondering if you’ve seen this? My friend is walking to Canberra to protest 
the treatment of refugees and …’ She holds out a flyer. 
‘Walking? From where?’ I ask. 
‘Where? Oh, here. And he is taking this petition with him to show them. All you need to 
do is sign it to show your support …’ I take the pen from her and sign the paper. ‘We have over 
two hundred now. Put your email there if you like,’ she says.  
‘Thank you,’ I say, and for a moment she is confused.  
‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘We’ll send you an email and let you know how we go.’ 
I nod, and she moves to the women next to me. ‘Heya, I was just wondering if you had a 
chance to see this yet …’ 
It’s a nice day to watch people. They stand around like they are at a BBQ, some are 
lounging in the sun, others talking, signs at their sides.  
Another woman approaches me. She has bright pink hair. ‘Hello. How are you today?’ I 
start to say, ‘good,’ but she doesn’t wait for me to respond. She holds a flyer straight out in front 
of her. I take it and begin to look at what it says. It’s for another protest and it has a picture of a 
child holding a sign that says It’s not fair. Across it, it says: 
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WALK for 
JUSTICE 
2016 
for  
REFUGEES 
Close Manus, Close Nauru – Free the Refugees – Permanent Protection 
‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘That’s very interesting.’ 
‘If you’re interested in that, you may be interested in this.’ She hands me a double flyer 
with a white-and-yellow page stapled together. I only see the words Racism and the fascist threat 
before she flips the page for me and points to the yellow one. ‘It’s for the Feminist Freedom 
Socialist Party. Maybe you’d like to join us?’  
I look at it hoping to understand what she means. There is an article and a picture of a 
protest where people are holding signs that say, Stop deaths in custody. It reads: 
Indigenous Australia, racism and national oppression 
‘Thank you,’ I say and put it in my purse. ‘I will read it later. I’m sorry, I have to go find 
my friend.’  
I walk around but I cannot see her. I think I would know her if I saw her, but the crowd 
is so big I begin to think that maybe I have forgotten what she looks like.  
A woman is standing next to me, white hair and a beautiful embroidered blouse, with a 
blue scarf around her neck that reflects the light. She points to the paper in my hand. ‘It’s terrible 
what we’ve done to the Indigenous people and refugees. I didn’t know.’ 
‘Pardon?’ 
‘I didn’t know. I thought we treated them well. That the detention centres were good 
places. I didn’t know your people were living in a … an internment camp. This government, it’s 
like they’re members of the Neo-Nazi party. This isn’t democracy.’ Her voice cracks. ‘They don’t 
give a fig about humans.’ Then she is quiet for a moment while she collects herself. ‘Pardon my 
French,’ she says, ‘but it’s not bloody right. It’s horrible the way we have treated you. A shame. An 
embarrassment.’ She takes my arm. ‘I’m sorry for the way you have been treated.’  
‘Thank you,’ I say, confused. Why is she talking about Nazis? I don’t know. I don’t 
understand. Just I say to her, ‘It is okay.’ 
She nods at me and looks as though she is about to cry. ‘What you must have been 
through,’ she says.  
I stay with her for a minute. ‘Really, it is okay. I have never been to detention.’ 
‘Still, love …’ she says. 
‘Yes, thank you. I must go now, my friend is waiting. But really, really, do not worry 
about me.’  
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Chapter 23: Clockworks 
 
Lucy 
 
Melbourne Central station lies under a labyrinthine shopping centre. There is no stopping on the 
escalator path from the platform to Swanston Street. It leads up three sets of escalators past the 
remnants of the old structure, a red-brick tower, and a giant golden pocket watch hanging high 
above the ground. A round bench is situated below the over-sized watch, with a glass barrier in 
the centre that surrounds a large hole under construction, which looks down on the floor below. 
Nothing is special about this view, it is just the white tiled floor of another level. What is special is 
the clock face. On the hour, it opens, revealing animatronic wooden figurines that dance to 
‘Waltzing Matilda.’ Usually, the shoppers stop, blocking the path. Every hour on the hour is 
pedestrian chaos.  
I check my phone as I walk past the first escalator at the station gates. Less than thirty 
seconds until the clock strikes and the crowd freezes at the exit to Swanson Street. I make it to the 
top of the escalators and just beyond the clock when the bells chime and the music begins. I stop. 
People push past me. Bags hit me. Hands violently nudge me aside. A woman next to me has 
stopped to video. I am overcome with the unexpected urge to be alone with the clock in the 
hours when the shops are closed, to be the conductor of the echoing halls. My leg feels the rapid 
vibration and then stop of my phone. It’s like an electric prod, sending me running out of the 
station. I wave as I cross the street, clutching the phone to my ear. ‘Hello? Hello?’ There is no 
response on the other end, only the feedback of faraway cheering. Behind me the waltz is winding 
down, the chimes have begun to slur. 
I push past the bronze sculpture of a miniature version of the Library sinking into the 
pavement. Near the statue that frames the stairs Azra is standing. She waves her phone in the 
centre of an immense tiered crowd. Her voice is yelling from my phone’s receiver, ‘I can see you!’ 
‘How about I go across the street to Tattersalls and get us some boards and a pen? Sound 
like a good idea?’ I ask when I arrive. 
‘Yes,’ she says. ‘It’s just across the street.’  
The State Library lawn is full of people. I search the crowd for familiar faces, but I’m 
surprised that I don’t see anyone. It’s early though, a stage has been set up but the footpath 
behind it is empty. I am aware that Azra wants to see the refugees scheduled to speak so that she 
can prepare for her talk later today. I move slightly to the right until I am on an incline. The 
person below me would have to be quite tall to block our view. ‘Wait here,’ I tell her.  
When I return, the organiser has begun: I just want to point out that unless we’re descended from 
the traditional owners of this land – we’re all boat people in one form or another ... 
I come back and drop white sheets of heavy paper on the nearest paved step. ‘I got 
three,’ I smile, and begin scribbling the words Shame and Murder on the paper.  
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A few months ago a protest erupted on Manus Island detention centre, resulting in the 
death of a Kurdish asylum seeker. It came out that his head had been stomped by security guards. 
A week ago another detainee, Reza, died of sepsis. It had been caused by an injury on his foot. He 
never got the medical attention he needed.  
Two people behind us, a man and a woman, are speaking so loudly it becomes difficult to 
hear the speech. 
‘You come for the protest?’ the man asks. 
‘I’m just at uni. Thought I’d drop in,’ the woman says. 
‘Oh yeah? You in your final year?’ he asks.  
I whirl around to give them a look. He wears a loose-fitting shirt with the neckline falling 
over his chest and a Freddy Mercury moustache. He talks to a girl who looks like Susan Sarandon 
without a perm.  
... one man dead, one other in critical condition ... a man says over the loudspeaker. 
‘Aw – honours, yeah. Global politics,’ Freddy says. 
‘Ah yeah. So where are you living now?’ Susan asks. 
The speaker reiterates the events that led to Reza’s death. I strain to hear. 
 ‘Coburg,’ Freddy says. ‘It’s the neighbourhood everyone is moving to now Northcote 
and Brunswick are too expensive.’ 
‘Yeah, Coburg’s nice,’ Susan says.  
Freddy says excitedly, ‘Yeah, I got a great share house. Really like my flatmates.’  
... and those officers, those same officers that beat him, are now guarding his body ... 
I try to tune them out but, because Freddy is straining to hear her, Susan is becoming 
louder.  
‘I’ve got an inspection next week,’ she yells. 
‘Oh, do you get them every six months?’ he yells back. 
... the Abbott Government, with its policy of secrecy, doesn’t want us to know how he really died ... 
‘No! It’s my first time in two years,’ she says. 
Freddy says, ‘Oh right.’  
The crowd cheers, drowning them out. There is a call for the prime minister to step down 
over the applause and screams. A papier-mâché larger-than-life sculpture of Tony Abbott emerges 
from behind the Library. Its pants are down, revealing its bare bottom, and real smoke billows out 
of it.  
‘Yeah, I haven’t had an inspection in ages,’ I hear Fred say.  
The crowd roars and they stop talking to watch and take photos with their phones. A 
man named Muhammad, who spent three years of his primary schooling as a detainee on 
Christmas Island, begins to speak, but there is too much commotion. I don’t know how Azra 
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understands. I motion with my hand that I can’t hear and hand her the marker, pointing towards 
the paper I brought for her.  
‘That’s okay,’ she says, smiling, watching. ‘I can hear what he is saying.’ 
‘Come on.’ I prompt Azra again to write.  
A Greens Senator begins speaking, and Azra is watching her as well. Eventually, I write 
the sign for Azra. The crowd begins to move like shifting sand towards the immigration centre, 
pockets spilling into Swanston street. I hand the sign to Azra, and motion towards the movement. 
Not long into the march, a man pulls Azra aside to take a picture of her holding the sign. I felt a 
sense of pride in my signage. He gives her a card and tells her where she can find it on Facebook. 
When she turns, her face has contorted. She runs after him.  
A girl walks alongside me, and I’m looking over her to see if Azra is coming back. She 
hands me a flyer. ‘You know about our march in March, right?’ 
‘No,’ I say.  
‘You look exhausted at the idea,’ she laughs. 
‘No, no. I am not. I’ll go,’ I tell her, wanting her to get away. 
 ‘As an organiser, that’s good to hear,’ she says with a deep sincerity that makes me feel 
guilty at not wanting to go.  
I pretend to read over the flyer. She is still watching me. ‘I’ll see you there,’ I say.  
She rubs my back and smiles at me before disappearing into the crowd. 
I keep walking, hoping Azra will find me again, but she doesn’t re-emerge from the 
chanting faces for twenty minutes.  
‘There you are, I became lost,’ she says to me. 
‘No! Did you find the man who took your photo?’ 
‘Yes. I told him to please delete it.’ 
‘It was just advertising for his site. I’d do it. I love photos of myself on FB.’  
‘I think it’s better people don’t see it.’ 
‘Why?’ 
Azra thinks for a minute before responding. ‘It is better,’ she says cryptically before 
moving on.  
The immigration centre is a tall, square, blue-glass building. It is nestled on the corner of 
Spring and Exhibition streets, large roads surrounded by business hubs. People have begun sitting 
in rows in front of the centre. Four or five employees in suits and business dresses stand erect on 
the higher levels peering through the glass, their grey-toned businesswear the colour of gears. 
They move in perfectly timed circles, a row at the glass giving way to the next indiscernible row. 
Security people have locked the large, double doors and are standing in front of them watching 
us. More arrive to look out at us, as though the first ones were meant to have emerged but now 
are holding up a line.  
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In front of me on the ground, a woman with a guitar has begun singing a Paul Kelly song. 
A group of men dressed as sheep parade in front of the gathering crowd. They sing the chorus, 
‘From little things, big things grow.’ They throw blood on the windows, trying to reach the upper 
levels. A girl in a ‘V for Vendetta’ mask raises her bloodied hands to the crowd. They scream Blood 
on your hands. 
‘I want you all to know,’ the announcer says over the bullhorn, ‘that we have effectively 
closed down the immigration centre.’ The crowd cheers. 
I lean into Azra. ‘It’s a good thing your visa is already processed,’ I smile. The words 
come out before I have the chance to look at her, though, and while I’m saying it, I feel 
something is wrong.  
She has begun to shake, slowly at first, but then with a violent tremor.  
I put my hand on her arm. ‘Azra, are you okay?’ I ask, as though this can somehow steady 
her.  
She says nothing to me. 
We sit there in silence, listening the speakers as they chant Blood on your hands and the 
bare-bottomed effigy of Abbott blows smoke into the crowd. I look to the glass doors. Chanting 
has drowned out the music.  
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Chapter 24: March 
 
Azra 
 
I call Lucy’s mobile and walk away with the phone in my ear, ringing. When she answers, her 
voice is just a louder version of static. By the statue, it is saying. Then she is suddenly in focus, 
waving. 
With her arm around me, she shouts with the crowd. A man is on the loudspeaker but I 
can’t understand what he says. It sounds like Hey, Abbott, I’m talking to you, close Manus, close Nauru. 
Lucy is trying to talk to me, but it is all noise. She points to the Tattersalls across the street and 
within seconds is already making her way to the craft store.  
A banner that says Welcome Refugees arrives and a stage is built. I search the crowd for 
other Muslims, but they are very few. Still, it is good to see them, like they are familiar faces. Lucy 
is back, with textas. As the speaker begins, I strain to hear. Behind me I can see the State Library 
watching, its eight columns stamped into the ground. The microphone booms and under the 
feedback I can hear someone is trying to say something to us. I am an Australian citizen. I am 
ashamed of this government. I spent my childhood in Nauru. A man stands before the State Library as 
though he too is a part of it. Soon the crowd is in front of me and he is just a voice, the loudest 
voice. The crowd stops their noise, except for a few people deep in conversation behind us. I try 
to make out what he is saying, to tune everything else out. My childhood was lost in Nauru. I will never 
get those years back. You can never give them back to me. We are here to say, not here, not now. Not in our name. 
A woman, black slicked hair tucked behind her ear, her bright gaze fixed ahead, holds a protest 
sign on which she has put the image of a child behind bars. Her sign says, I can’t believe we even need 
to protest the torture of k ids . 
‘Write something, go on,’ Lucy says, handing me the large black pen. She has already 
written the word SHAME across the paper.  
I wait for the speaker to finish, looking over the crowd. On the corner is a group of 
people dressed as sheep, dancing. One is carrying a large radio. There are some police outside the 
station, but they are casually talking. Families eat gelato with their children on the library grass, 
facing the presentation stage. Lucy points to the paper and raises her own, motioning for me to 
create my sign. The other day I stood with other Muslim women in a photo, holding a sign that 
said Muslims Against ISIS. I consider writing that. But I just leave it.  
Lucy motions with the texta that she will write something for me and I nod. The words 
Shame, Abbot, Shame are written in black. A man runs over with red hands and asks if he can put 
one on the paper. 
‘I’d love it,’ Lucy says, holding up the paper.  
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He presses his hands against the paper. When he removes them, he has left his mark. He 
smiles and jumps down the steps into an empty patch of grass, dipping his hands onto a paint 
roller tray.  
I begin to feel that I do not really understand this rally. The crowd is moving and Lucy 
with it. I am trying to keep up. I follow her towards the street, shouting after her but not with 
them, after them. People stare from the street. We reach the trams. They are stopped and children 
smile at us, their hands pressed to the glass, fingers through the gaps at the top of the windows 
where the air comes in. Some stop and wave, a car honks its horn. The crowd goes crazy. My 
throat is hot from shouting, my feet hurt.  
A man stops me and takes my photo. Then he smiles and gives me a paper. It says that it 
will be posted on Facebook. I run to catch up with, ‘Please, can I ask you favour? Please, not on 
Facebook. My family will kill me.’ He deletes the photo and shows me so that I can see. ‘Thank 
you,’ I say. 
I try to find Lucy but it is impossible. The crowd is moving, and I am becoming slower. I 
feel someone take my arm in theirs and I realise it is her. She is chanting and raising her other 
arm. Hey, Abbott, I’m talking to you, close Manus, close Nauru.  
We arrive at the immigration centre. My visa was processed here. It’s where I come to get 
permission to leave the country. I know this place. Why we are here, at this place, I don’t know. 
The speaker at the immigration centre talks in echoes. Her voice is mixed with the sound 
of car engines bouncing off steel and glass. People in masks and tomato sauce spray the building. 
In the windows, crowds of businesspeople and government workers are gathering to look at us. 
There are security guards at the glass doors, locking them. I turn my back to them. My chest is 
heavy. I have a feeling the man from the tram will return and find me here, thinking he was right 
to yell at me. That I am ungrateful for my visa. The air is closing in around me. Every sound is 
loud. Even small sounds, the music is hurting my ears. I jump at the slightest movement.  
The crowd shouts and a man in a mask comes forward and shows his red hands. His 
shoes are dotted with blood. I look at the handprint on the poster I hold with my own hand.  
Are the police moving forward? People are holding up their red hands. Blood on your hands. 
Blood on your hands. Blood … I can feel the casual anger of the masked speaker. The police are 
moving forward. They’ve moved past the line.  
Lucy leans into me and smiles, and against her I realise that I am shivering.  
‘It’s a good thing you already have your visa, huh?’ Lucy laughs.  
All my strength has left me. 
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Chapter 25: Top Up 
 
Amar 
 
I am following the crowd away from the buses, away from the station, hoping that it will lead me 
to the tram. In the distance I can see it, moving towards a bright green stop across the road. 
Without bothering with the traffic, the crowd crosses the road towards it. The cars can do nothing 
but wait. I push myself on with the group, and look inside. The first tram has departed full, but 
this one is not so full. I touch my tram card to the machine. The noise that comes from it is so 
loud that I move backward into the man behind me. I try again, and again the same sound. No 
money on the card. Without a way to turn around, I move in.  
I search for the top-up machine when I remember what Clinton said. ‘If you have only 
enough to pay for the train ride it will let you on, but if you get on another system, you must put 
money on the card. Now listen, the way to put the money on is complicated, because you cannot 
do this on the tram.’ I searched the tram to see if I was mistaken, but this couldn’t be. ‘You must 
find a business that will do it for you,’ I remember him saying. Businesses. What businesses? 
There is no room near the door, but I manage as best I can.  
The inspectors walk in gangs, Basel told me. Sometimes they wear clothes like everyone 
else, sometimes black police clothes. That’s what they look like, police. ‘Large, big-shouldered 
men,’ Basel had called the secret ones. ‘Their clothes are always jeans and hooded jumpers,’ he 
told me.  
I wait, eyeing the boarding passengers for big shoulders, my chest like a pool in which 
pebbles are being dropped, one by one. With each passenger who enters, it becomes heavier and 
heavier.  
Basel told me a story of the inspectors coming when his ticket was expired. A man who 
was drunk was sitting on the seat by the doors. They entered through the front carriage doors, a 
group of four, asking for tickets, making their way down the train. Before they reached him to 
check his ticket, the man began to fight. ‘When they asked him for his ticket, he didn’t get out at 
the next stop or move down the train line, as I would have. He stayed where he was and refused 
to show the ticket. It’s my right. I don’t need to show you. You want it? Right. Here it is then,’ he said. And, 
Amar,’ Basel laughed, ‘he threw the ticket in the face of the inspectors.’ Basel had jumped out at 
the next stop to avoid the fine. He could see the inspectors restraining the man as the tram pulled 
away. ‘In my mind, I’m thinking, he was arrested. You know? They would take him away to jail. 
Yeah? No. I got back on the next tram. A few stops away, the man got on again, sat where he had 
been before, holding his citation in his hand. Nothing wrong with him. Then he tore it up, 
dropped it at his feet.’ 
‘Why didn’t he run?’ I asked. 
‘Why run?’ Basel laughed. ‘They do nothing.’ 
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I look around at each stop, rising when the doors open, to see who enters. I notice a 
white-haired woman is smiling at me and saying something. I can’t understand. I look around to 
see if she is talking to me.  
She points outside. ‘Do you know,’ she says slowly, ‘where you are going?’ 
 ‘CBD?’ I ask. 
She smiles back and nods ‘yes.’ A man reaches over me and presses a red button. The 
tram brakes abruptly, jerking him forward. Her question, where I am from, is lost in the 
commotion of passengers holding their places. As the doors slide open, I can see her pointing 
towards the direction in which the tram would be moving. I get out of the tram.  
With the street crowded, the people pass quickly, without looking around, into busy cafes 
and storefronts. I need the shop where I can recharge the tram cards. I walk to a woman who is 
standing across the street, waiting for a tram.  
‘Do you know where I can by the cards?’ I say, pointing to the sign.  
‘Which card, love?’ she asks. 
‘The card for the tram,’ I say. 
‘Oh.’ She smiles and looks around. ‘I’m not sure here. But you can get on the tram with 
me and I’ll show you where you can get one a few stops down on Elizabeth Street. There’s a nice 
shop right off the tram stop.’ As if reading my mind, she adds, ‘Worried about the tram 
inspectors? Useless. Utterly useless,’ she laughs. 
‘And the fine?’ 
‘I’m good at spotting them. I’ll give you a nudge and you just jump off if you see them,’ 
she winks.  
As she boards the tram, I follow behind. She greets the driver as though they are old 
friends, immediately making me feel more comfortable. Down the aisle, a woman is with five 
children near the disabled seating sign, and I know it will be difficult to pass them, as children 
seldom seem to remain in one place, darting in the path as one approaches. The woman with 
them too cannot stand still. 
‘Please don’t jump up there ’cause this is a work tram and your legs are going to be 
swinging around,’ the mother tells a small boy who is perched on the railing at waist level. He 
protests loudly, and she explains, ‘I just don’t want people to beat you up.’ Whirling around to a 
girl standing behind her with a lolly in her mouth, she adds, ‘Take that stick out of your mouth. 
Put it in your pocket. I don’t want it to hurt you when the tram stops, okay? It could go right 
through you.’  
The girl slowly removes it and replaces it in her pocket. Three children have piled into the 
disabled seating and she addresses them.  
‘Now when we get off this train, we gotta get off at Flinders Street, then we gotta walk. 
We often do that, don’t we? Walk? Now that seat is only for people with special needs. I think 
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that is you sometimes.’ They giggle. She turns around again to see the little girl with the lolly in her 
pocket behind her not laughing. ‘It looks like you have some tickle splinters.’ The girl looks 
confused. ‘Oh, you don’t know what they are? Tickle splinters are what get caught right under 
your armpits.’ She reaches over. ‘Let me see ...’ 
‘No!’ the girl protests.  
More muffled giggles come from the seats behind her.  
‘Exactly. I think you might find you have some.’  
The girl stands grinning with her arms tightly crossed, slowly backing into the seating 
with the three other children so that she can see the woman is not going to tickle her.  
‘Okay, sit down, but if someone with special needs comes on you have to get up, okay.’ 
She notices the elderly woman I am with at that moment, standing in the aisle, and motions for 
the children to get up, offering up the seats. 
I sit down.  
‘There you are. You see, no inspectors,’ my guide winks.  
The children eye me suspiciously and I think they have heard. ‘Do we have a ticket, 
Mummy?’ one yells, and the mother motions for him to be quiet and smiles at me.  
‘I have your tickets. And we will take this train to the city, and then we tram it down to 
Richmond, sound fun?’  
They lose interest and don’t bother responding. The little girl has recovered the lolly from 
her pocket and is deliberating over whether to eat it again. 
At the next stop, however, a thick, large-shouldered man in a hooded sweatshirt and jeans 
boards. It is exactly as Basel said, I think, though this man is alone. He takes the seat behind us 
and I can feel his look upon me. No one seems concerned.  
 The man extends his arm and nudges me. ‘How ya goin’, mate?’ He looks at the woman, 
who continues to ignore him and watches something out the window. ‘People,’ he leaned in, 
‘always think I’m a tram inspector.’ 
The children are excited by this and surround him.  
‘You are a tram inspector?’ I ask. 
‘No, mate. Never in me life. People always thinking it though,’ he says, leaning back.  
I begin to relax. ‘Why they think you are tram inspector?’ 
‘It’s the shoulders, mate. I got these big shoulders.’ He puffs out his chest, raising his 
shoulders and then looking at each one individually, only stopping to look at me after the display 
and raising his eyebrows. ‘See that? Large shoulders. Should have been an inspector. You got a 
pass?’ 
I am confused again.  
He slaps my shoulder. ‘Just clipping ya whiskers, cob.’  
I laugh but don’t understand.  
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The children are asking their mother for their tram passes and she adds, ‘Did you hear 
what the man said? He’s not an inspector.’ They want them anyway to show him.  
My guide touches my shoulder lightly. ‘This one, love. The Seven-Eleven on the corner 
there. You see it?’ 
‘Yes. Thank you,’ I say, smiling. 
My guide points at a large, beautiful old yellow-brick building ahead. ‘Now that’s Flinders 
Street Station across from it there. One more stop if you want to go to Flinders.’ 
I think I will get out at this stop and leave. She looks at the man for the first time as I 
await the doors to open and smiles. I think I notice the man nod. I say goodbye to each and walk 
out of the tram, waiting there to wave at them as they go. As the doors shut, a group of teenagers 
walk on, skateboards in hand, pushing them back open. They take their seats by the door.  
The man pulls his wallet from his back pocket. ‘Tickets please.’  
He flashes a metro badge and takes out a notepad. The children are squealing with delight 
and surrounding their mother for their passes again. The boys produce tickets while one fumbles 
around in his wallet and pockets, looks at the closing doors and runs out before they fully shut, 
hitting me in the shoulder. The tram cheers. The doors open again and the other boys run too, 
nearly pushing me over. Another cheer. I wonder if he will chase them, but the inspector only 
throws his citation pad on the ground.  
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Chapter 26: Blood on Your Hands 
 
Amar 
 
The shop reminds me of the lift shaft at my flat building. It is small and the ceiling almost 
touchable. New products appear to be piled on top of each other. Tiled brands of red-and-white 
cigarettes with black organs line the shelf above the counter. Many bright colours of many things.  
My only other shop experience has been the milkbar on the corner of my street. Only a 
few things in it, no choices between brands. It is very popular with the people at the 
neighbourhood house and in my building. The next supermarket is 30 minutes’ walk away. I am 
lucky to find three cans of tinned noodles at any one time. I am the type of person to buy all 
three. I know it is not right, but if I do not I will have to return the next day. The thing is, I do 
not want to leave my flat. So much time has passed with the same ritual every day that I do not 
want to change it, not yet. But today is the day for trying new things.  
The woman in front of me is holding the hand of a young boy when she notices a lean 
man with hat and moustache in front of her. ‘Huey darling! How are you?’ she calls to him. He 
turns to see her and does not seem very happy. She addresses her child, ‘You seen Frankie, love? 
I’ve known Barry longer than I’ve known you.’ Her voice rises each time the name is said. Her 
hair, an unnatural red, matches her gown, bright starburst patterns. She looks like she has emerged 
from a Disney film, a magic character capable either of giving knowledge or taking prisoners.  
The child to whom she is speaking indifferently presses his finger into a piece of candy in 
a green-and-purple wrapper on a nearby shelf. The wrapper says, Cadbury Freddo frog. Under the 
pressure of his hands, it bends until the package gives into a V shape. He pulls his hand back 
quickly and puts the broken chocolate behind his back, looking up at his mother innocently.  
 ‘Any holidays planned?’ she says to Huey.  
He leans in on the counter, legs crossed before him. ‘We’re just back from Bali actually,’ 
Huey says. 
 ‘Lovely!’ she calls out. ‘With your husband Mike?’ 
 ‘Partner, yes,’ he corrects her. 
 She seems taken aback a moment. ‘So beautiful. How long have you been together?’ 
 ‘Eight years, that’s why the trip actually,’ Barry tells her.  
 ‘Marvellous.’  
 The clerk returns behind the counter and politely motions for me to come around the 
gum display. The clerk asks me if I require anything.  
‘I need a tram pass,’ I say.  
He pulls out a book and opens it. ‘A pass? You need a pass or to put money on a pass?’ 
‘To put money on a pass,’ I say. 
He closes the book and throws it behind the counter. ‘With cash or with a card?’ 
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‘With a card.’  
‘Card machine’s broke. You need to go to the station. You need to go outside, turn left, 
turn right not at this street but the next street and walk two blocks and you’re at Flinders Street 
Station. There you can put money on the pass with a card.’ 
‘Flinders is closed. I was just there,’ I tell him.  
‘The machines won’t be closed, and I can’t do anything for you, mate. You’ll have to walk 
to the station.’ He looks around me and motions to Huey.  
After I exit the shop, I hear chanting in the distance. At first it is subtle like the earth 
shaking from the movement of train, then audible tones, rising and falling. With the sound of the 
approaching car horns, the fear takes hold of me completely. I remember the protest in the city. 
In the distance the tram approaches and, before I can think, I am running towards the green sign, 
hand balanced by the doors, which are pulsing, trying to complete their revolution.  
Some faces light up when I arrive.  
As I take a seat, a man leans over to me. ‘Good on ya,’ he says, ‘we were barracking for 
you, me and the missus.’  
A woman smiles from behind him. ‘Thought you wouldn’t make it,’ she says, stopping 
short of congratulating me.  
 ‘Thank you,’ I say.  
They turn away and do not talk to me for the rest of the tram ride. I look out, secure in 
knowing that I will not be associated with this protest, won’t be caught by the police and 
questioned, my visa revoked.  
When I arrived at Christmas Island, a person from the Immigration Department was 
there to meet us. ‘You have arrived illegally to Australia by boat. Is that true?’ a woman in a 
uniform said to me, guards on either side of her.  
‘I arrived by boat. Yes.’ 
‘And you would like your claim assessed?’ she asked. 
‘Yes,’ I told her. 
She sat down across from me and placed a form between us. ‘There are new rules in 
place. If you have a valid claim, you will never receive an Australian visa. You will never be 
resettled in Australia. Even if your visa is processed, it will be a temporary visa, and this will allow 
you to stay in Australia until it is safe to go home.’ 
‘Why?’ I asked, ignoring the form.  
She did not waste any time. She did not answer questions. She spoke as though she were 
an extension of the form. ‘There are new rules. We will not resettle anyone who came here by 
boat. You will not have citizenship. You will not be allowed to bring your family here. I strongly 
advise you to explore your options for return.’ 
‘I won’t be allowed to stay in Australia?’ I asked. 
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‘You will not have citizenship,’ she said, as though that is what I had asked. 
‘Will I be allowed to stay?’ I asked again. 
‘You will not have citizenship,’ she repeated. 
‘Yes. Will I be allowed to stay?’ I was beginning to think there was something wrong with 
my English. 
‘You may get a visa, if it is found that you are a true refugee, but that is unlikely.’ 
‘I want to stay,’ I insisted. 
She looked down at the form. ‘If you would like to be returned to your home country we 
can arrange transport for you. You will not be charged. We can—’ 
‘I want to stay,’ I interrupted. 
She sighed. ‘Then you will wait a long time and—’ 
‘I want to stay. I want my visa processed,’ I said again.  
‘You will never be allowed to return to Australia if you choose to leave for any reason. 
That means if you go to,’ she pointed to a line of words on the page, ‘Iran, you will not be allowed 
to return. You will not see your family again. Do you understand?’ 
The word family felt like dirt being heaped on top of me. Each moment of silence that 
passed after this question, another shovelful. Just tell them that you want to stay, my friends had 
told me. Don’t agree to let them send you back. ‘Yes,’ I said to her, ‘yes.’  
‘Then we will process your visa to determine whether your claim is valid or not valid. If 
your claim is valid, you will remain in Australia only until the situation improves in the country 
from which you have originally come. I suggest you consider your options to return,’ she said 
definitively.  
‘No. Thank you. I would like to be processed,’ I said. 
The tram is moving towards the crowd, and I feel a strong sense of curiosity to see the 
protest, to observe from the safety of the tram. Banners begin to become clear, children press 
their faces to the windows and point, and hands hit the sides of the tram, now stopped. The doors 
open and two young men and a woman dressed as sheep board, chanting down the aisle, their 
hands held out and red. ‘Blood on your hands. Blood on your hands.’  
Sheep! It is so funny. I am smiling, watching them go by with red paint splashed on them. 
But it’s over quickly, just a walk through before disembarking and moving again with the crowd 
outside. There are a few police moving with them, but overall it seems chaotically peaceful. I 
think, this is so funny. No problems. No anger. Just walking and dressing up. I watch the 
procession pass. People are chanting, walking dogs, even eating ice-cream. I wonder what Silvio 
was talking about when he told me to be careful.  
There are no opponents waiting to stop us in the road and bombard us with rocks. They 
only wanted to march through the streets and are allowed that. When they pass, the tram driver 
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apologises for the delay over the intercom and continues down Swanston Street. Everyone returns 
to the way they were before the sheep arrived. 
‘Excuse me,’ I ask a man behind me, ‘what are they protesting?’ 
‘The government. Always the government,’ the man says.  
‘And why?’ I ask. 
‘’Nother bloody asylum seeker gets himself killed on Manus and they go protest. Died of 
a cut on his foot, not like the last one where he got himself killed in a riot. That’s freedom of 
speech for you. It’s their right to protest about whatever the bloody hell they want.’ 
A riot had happened after I left Christmas Island, while I was in the mainland centre. The 
protests. The unrest and the chaos. I could see it on the TV. I remember watching a protest in 
Curtin while I waited in Christmas Island, and I didn’t want to go there. Men set fire to the beds, 
were on the roofs, bare-chested and their shirts waving in the hot desert air. They tried to stop us 
from watching TV, but they couldn’t. We would see what was happening, even through the 
hushed whispers of the people in the service of the centre.  
‘Do you know what you’re signing?’ the woman asked me, after the interview. 
‘No.’ 
‘This is a confidentiality agreement. You’re not to talk about what happens in the 
detention centre.’  
There would be a talk the next day about protesting, but we did not have the energy. We 
would wait until the end, hoping they would say something about visas, about not going to Curtin. 
Hope. It was all we had. Through the words of the woman talking, we would hear nothing. 
Nothing. It’s a trick the government plays on you, the city you see in the distance when walking in 
the desert that disappears as you get closer. It’s only the light, the sun, the way it falls on the sand.  
The passenger stands up by the doors. Outside I can see pubs and gardens passing by at a 
tourist’s pace.  
‘You ’right, mate?’ the passenger asks. 
‘I need to go to Melbourne University,’ I say. 
Before exiting, he says. ‘Right. You’re in luck. It’s Swanston Street. All trams go to 
Melbourne University.’ 
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Chapter 27: All Trams Go to Melbourne University 
 
Amar 
 
‘Melbourne Uni, last stop,’ the driver says over the intercom. I exit and watch as it follows the 
tracks circling around and arrives back on the other side, ready to go back down Swanston Street. 
On the right side is a wall of clean, white housing flats. They have names like College Square and 
University House. It’s funny, the way flat buildings have names. In the city, I remember some called 
Royal Combo, Capitol Grand and Edge. If my building has a name, no one ever told it to me. I try to 
think of names I could give to it, but they make it less appealing than it already is: Commission 
House, the Grey Building, Empty Homes. It’s funny that the detention centres are named after the 
places they are in. Curtin. Christmas. Maribyrnong. I suppose it should be called Gordon Street.  
The gateway to Melbourne University is very special. It is a broad walkway that leads 
through several structures. A glass building with a block of black, reflective windows sits next to 
an old archway that looks as though it might have been part of the original university. I like the 
classic architecture next to the modern architecture. This modernisation, too, happened in 
Tehran. The entire city was modernised. Tehran, they say, had eight old city gates, though some 
say six. None of them remain. I wish I could have seen them. Now there are several modern city 
gates. The Azadi Tower, that is the most beautiful. It is white marble stone from the Isfahan 
province. A perfect stonecutting calculated by computer. The world is so advanced and yet it is so 
old.  
I walk into a white building with long windows that run the height of the edifice. The 
steps lead into an empty auditorium. The far wall is a mosaic, each square stone perfectly irregular, 
the colours like wet pebbles just below a fountain’s surface. Irregularity can be as beautiful as 
perfection. I extend my neck, trying to view it from the ground. It is a naked man kneeling, 
reaching for a sphere – a sun like a golden eye. The stones are being blown away like sand in 
wind. Blue pebble seas threaten to crush the figure. Still he reaches. A small chalk sketch of an 
angel looks down from the corner of the wall. I think this is the image of the Western 
Enlightenment. I recall my days at university, the excitement of learning, meeting people, walking 
into new halls I had never seen.  
I realise that I have not been interested in anything for a long, long, time. I think about 
Gordon Street and Christmas Island, and wonder why there is no beauty in the structure, only the 
nature that surrounds it. My memories of that time are a blur, an extended sleep, darkness and 
dreaming and only groggy awakenings. The image of a painting, of a sculpture, a memorial, an 
arch. I never thought this would be a privilege. My hand reaches for a chair against the wall, and I 
fall into it as though I am falling back to earth. My eyes move from the mosaic to the empty room 
in ill repair, the broken chairs. I reach for another orange pill.  
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Chapter 28: Room Hire 
 
Azra 
 
Jeremy, the organiser, opens the large wooden doors to the auditorium. I’m trying not to show it, 
but I did not expect it to be so large. Rows of movie-theatre chairs are filed neatly in lines. They 
face the raised podium and two large white screens, like banners behind it.  
‘I am to speak here?’ I ask Jeremy.  
‘It’s alright, isn’t it?’ he asks.  
A silence passes between us. There is the crackling of the microphone as a woman plugs 
it in.  
The stress from the panel talk has been shadowing me. It was with me on the tram, at the 
protest, its taste in the gelato we ate and the coffee we drank after the rally. Lucy read what I had 
to say and told me it was good, but I had the feeling she was humouring me. ‘Tell them what 
those dickheads said to you on the tram,’ Lucy told me.  
But you can’t always say these things. People, I believe they are good. Australians have 
always been good to me. ‘You cannot judge a people by one or two,’ I told her.  
I adjust the silver pin to the left of my hijab with both hands.  
Jeremy waves at the girl setting up the stage. ‘Summer!’ 
Moving away from the podium, I can see her more clearly. Tight colourful pants that 
shine in the light with cosmic patterns printed on them, a loose-fitting jumper falling over her 
shoulders and hips.  
‘Hot today, eh?’ she says, leaping off the stage and taking my hand.  
I hold mine out firmly when I notice her approaching, my fingers lengthened like they do 
in the movies. Summer takes my hand with all her strength and shakes it.  
‘Azra is one of our speakers,’ Jeremy says. 
I say, ‘Nice to meet you.’  
Summer has a bright smile. Her hands are on her hips and she looks me up and down. 
‘You know what you’ll be talking about?’ 
‘Yes,’ I say. ‘How I came to Australia. I think that is what they said I should talk about. I 
took a plane, so it’s not so interesting. But maybe how I got my visa?’ 
‘Sounds interesting. You going to talk too, Jeremy?’ Summer laughs. 
‘Might.’ He says, turning to me, ‘I’m British.’  
Summer hits him on the shoulder. ‘Bloody pom.’ She leans over to me. ‘That’s what we 
call the British here, pommies.’  
‘Did you study in UK, Jeremy?’ I ask. 
‘I did,’ he says, ‘and now I study here, in the colonies.’  
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He grins at Summer, who rolls her eyes. I can hear the hum of the microphone newly 
plugged in.  
‘At least you admit it was colonisation,’ she quips at him. He looks taken aback and hurt. 
Summer turns to me. ‘He doesn't know anything. Always be sarcastic, Azra, you’ll never be 
wrong.’ 
‘Sarcastic?’ I say. 
‘Say the opposite of what you mean,’ she says. 
‘He means the opposite?’ I ask. 
Summer shrugs. ‘You don’t know. That’s the beauty of it.’ 
‘And how do you know?’ I ask. 
‘Well, you don’t, really,’ she says, thoughtfully. ‘Maybe their voice will change. You’ll hear 
it a lot out here. You’ll see, don’t worry.’ 
‘It’s the Australian sense of humour,’ Jeremy adds. 
‘Ah. I think I know,’ I say. 
 ‘So he’s a pom,’ she laughs. 
‘Pom,’ I say, looking at him.  
Jeremy does not look happy to hear me say it. 
‘Are you African?’ Summer asks me. 
 ‘I’m from Syria,’ I say. 
 Summer turns to Jeremy. ‘You said she was African?’ 
 ‘Somali, right?’ he blushed. ‘Mike told me you were Somali.’ 
 ‘And when did you come here?’ Summer asks, satisfied with Jeremy’s response. 
 ‘She studies here,’ he interrupted.  
 ‘I studied since last year, but I came here maybe six years ago,’ I say. 
 ‘Your English is very good,’ Summer says. 
 I am surprised to hear this. I don't think my English is so good. ‘Thank you. I study 
English for two years before I came here.’  
  ‘Well, looking forward to hearing about your journey to Australia,’ Summer says. ‘Or 
Syria, or wherever.’ 
 ‘Thank you.’ I put my hand out to shake Summer’s again.  
She seems surprised but takes my hand anyway, shaking it with more emphasis this time, 
laughing. ‘Good luck.’ 
 ‘Sarcasm?’ I said, turning to Jeremy. 
 ‘No, something else, sort of. It’s … when we do things like this. It’s, well, it’s how we say 
we like you.’ 
 I smile, ‘I like you too.’ 
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Chapter 29: The Talk 
 
Amar 
 
Basel walks briskly and confidently to the wooden podium and adjusts the microphone. He is so 
tall that the mic almost stands right up. Behind him is a panel of people, a woman in a floral-
printed silk hijab talking shyly to a grey-haired professor. When he sees Basel at the lectern, he 
appears startled and then motions at him to return to the seat beside him. The professor leans 
into his shirt and coughs, and when he does the sound hits the smaller microphone pinned to his 
lapel. The sound of the coughing reverberates through the open lecture theatre. Everyone turns 
towards the front of the room and several attendees cover their ears.  
The professor stands and approaches the front. ‘Now is as good a time as any to begin,’ 
he smiles, and the sparse laughter falls across the rows of seats. ‘I’m Doctor Richmond 
Christopher. It is with great pleasure that I’m presenting this public talk today, an initiative of the 
University. We are all familiar with the stories of asylum seekers and refugees portrayed by the 
media. Some are stories of threats to our public safety. Crowds of people coming by boat, the 
media portraying some of them terrorists. Seldom do we get to hear from the people who have 
undergone such journeys. So our department decided to host a dialogue regarding what makes 
people come to Australia. We wanted to explore the human side.’ 
Dr Christopher continues, ‘Basel Akol works with several Sudanese community groups to 
educate children in schools about what it is like to come to Australia as a refugee. He is a 
remarkable speaker and philanthropist, and we are very lucky that he has agreed to come and 
speak to us today.’  
Basel pushes his chair back and approaches the podium. When he begins, he starts with 
the word ‘So,’ but he says it so loudly that it seems the entire room jumps. He stands up straight 
and moves in front of the table, away from the microphone. ‘My name is Basel, like the plant,’ he 
begins, and the crowd begins to shiver with quiet laughter. Instead of hurrying into what he has to 
say, he takes in the audience piece by piece, first the left side, then the middle and the right. It is 
difficult to say whether he is looking for someone he knows, or simply observing who is there.  
The crowd quiets.  
‘Sudan. What is this Sudan. Does anyone know? This place, alright, it isn’t a place. You 
say to me you are Sudanese, but what does this mean?’ He pauses and looks around. ‘It is a 
country that has been split into two. People think we are a nation of Islam. There are many 
religions in Sudan and many different kinds of people.’ He begins to explain the history of Sudan 
and the crowd listens patiently, though some fidget and become uninterested.  
When he finishes, a woman is handed the microphone. ‘I’m sorry, but I think I have 
misunderstood the point of your talk,’ she says to Basel. ‘You haven’t addressed the issues at all 
that affect Australia, only Africa.’  
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I want to point out that Sudan is not Africa, Sudan is Sudan, but she continues.  
‘So do you know how many asylum seekers come to Australia each year?’ she asks.  
Basel does not seem to understand the question.  
She asks again, more loudly, to help him understand.  
‘How many?’ Basel repeats. ‘Does anyone know? I’m sorry but I can’t tell you that.’  
An audience member says, ‘Thirty thousand. I’m pretty sure it’s thirty thousand.’ 
‘I think you may be right,’ Richmond says to the audience member. 
Another person raises his hand, a young man, perhaps a student. ‘Did you come to 
Australia because of the war?’ he asks nervously.  
‘I was a medical student. I was arrested three times. Three times. My classmates came and 
said, You have to release him, we have no doctor. Everyone walked into the jail and stood there, refusing 
to leave until I was released. The same thing with the second time. I did not think anything of it. 
The third time was much worse. They held me for a month not in the jail, but somewhere else, a 
prison. They told me not to come back, because I would not be out of that place.’ 
Richmond leans forward in interest. ‘Why did they arrest a doctor?’ he asks. 
Basel turns away from the audience and addresses Richmond. ‘One of my professors 
organised a strike for better working conditions. He was still missing when I was released. They 
took him somewhere else, I don’t know where.’ 
Richmond stands, straightening his shirt. ‘Are there any other questions?’  
A man raises his hand. ‘How did you arrive here to Australia? Was it by boat?’ 
‘Yes, we had to come by boat,’ Basel says. ‘We got help to go to Indonesia. In Indonesia 
we stayed for a few years. They said they would help us if we came, to get our papers if we waited 
there. But we waited maybe four years there and we heard nothing. Nothing. No one says a word. 
And every day we were watching the news. We heard the reason is that Australia did not want to 
take black people anymore. That is what they said. This is why we all started preparing to go by 
boats to Australia. But on the news we heard they didn’t want us. When we finally made it, we 
were watching TV in detention one day and they showed people holding signs that said, Welcome 
Refugees. That was a good feeling. That people were welcoming us, I will never forget it.’ 
The audience claps enthusiastically.  
Richmond asks, ‘And you mentioned Islam. You’re a Muslim?’ 
‘Yes. I like to think I am a strong Muslim,’ Basel says. 
‘Does your faith help you?’ he continues. 
‘The faith helps everything. Yeah. It’s important. It gives you hope. The faith and 
community, I think. It is how I get up, why I get up. To pray, every morning.’ 
 ‘Do you find Australia diverse?’ Richmond asks. 
At this, Basel laughs. ‘Sudan is a diverse place,’ he says definitively, ‘very diverse. There 
they have Christians, Arabs, everything. They are both diverse.’  
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‘Now that is interesting, you say it is diverse. I wonder if you could elaborate on that a 
little more for the audience,’ Richmond says. 
‘Yeah, you know, I say that is a diverse place and, you know, this is true. Sudan is very 
diverse because different groups, I mean different tribes as well.’  
‘I see. Perhaps we should move onto our next speaker and have some questions at the 
end, if that is okay with you,’ Richmond says.  
Basel motions that it is okay and resumes his seat. The one named Azra begins to stands 
up to speak, but I am hot. I feel the room getting smaller. There is no air, only heat.  
I think about myself. It was the hardest thing to leave. Really, they just kicked me out of 
the country. And too many people got kicked out and were forced to leave. They have to go here, 
or any country like here, with a visa or without a visa, because they can’t go back. The pain in my 
chest is back and it feels like something is crushing me in its grip. I try to imagine a calm place. I 
imagine I am in the National Botanical Garden in Tehran. I am near the waterfall. It is not a large 
waterfall. There are rocks with water cascading through them, grass and vines covering them. The 
trees. So many beautiful trees. I stand up and walk down the aisle to the door and leave the room.  
Outside, I lean on the archway. Somewhere inside, a young girl is talking about her 
experiences. I close my eyes and imagine I am walking up the side of the mountains over Tehran. 
I can walk home from here. Just an hour, maybe two. I look down and see the green plants 
bending under each step. I step on one, a quiet cracking. I step on another, no noise. Again I take 
a step. The stalk tenderly folds under the weight of my foot and then a crack, a noise like a glass 
that hasn’t fully broken. The next one is the same. I open my eyes. I am leaning on an archway 
and the late day is losing its light, there are no hands that can hold it. I touch the stones and 
examine the masonry of the arches, a gateway that leads to another gateway that leads to another 
gateway.  
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Chapter 30: The Panel 
 
Azra 
 
I am looking out at a large crowd of people who have gathered in the auditorium. My hands are 
shaking. ‘I cannot tell you what it is, but I can tell you what I was like for me,’ I say into the small 
microphone that has been pinned to my dress. Jeremy and Summer are in the front row and they 
are smiling at me. ‘We here, for all the people who come to here, it’s very different from their 
country. Because we don’t have any other place to go, we moved to Syria when I was ten years 
old. I stayed in Syria eight years. It is like my second country. Then the war started again in Syria, 
that’s why we couldn’t go to school. They were firing shots everywhere. We had to leave, but 
there was so much gunfire, and explosions. We hadn’t anywhere to go. That’s why we came to 
here.’  
I pause. ‘Because in Syria the airport, it was closed and it was war and the way to the 
airport was very dangerous. We couldn’t go to the airport, so we moved by car. By bus, actually, 
to Lebanon. And then from Lebanon airport we travelled to here. So we didn’t have any choice,’ I 
say. ‘We have to live here. Our future. Our study, we have to study here. It was a very hard time at 
first. When we arrived, the first month or two months we were very happy. And excited. This new 
place, we loved it. We were very happy and interested in everything. But then life became harder. 
‘I enjoy it. But my mum, she started missing everything, her family. The older people, 
they feel depression when they come. Sometimes she cried, for the lost country. But last year, she 
went to visit Somalia. It was like she went there to get some energy, so she could come back here. 
So now, living here now, it’s an easy life, and we love it.’ 
‘Thank you,’ the host said, ‘for sharing your story with us. And you too, Basel.’  
Basel is an asylum seeker from Sudan and a very good speaker.  
‘Now will you take questions from the audience?’ 
‘Yes,’ I say into the microphone. 
A woman in the audience raises her hand. She seems caring, like the woman I comforted 
at the protest. ‘Do you like Australia?’ she asks. 
‘Australia is a wonderful place and I feel so, so lucky to be here. Yes of course, it is not 
my home and my family is not here, but the people are very kind.’ 
She raises an eyebrow. ‘So do you like it more than your home country?’ 
I pause. How do you respond to this? I look to Jeremy. I don’t know, maybe he’ll say 
something. He seems as confused as me. I look to Lucy, but she doesn’t see me. I say, ‘I cannot 
say that because it is the place I was born. It is very dangerous and of course I do not want to go 
back. But to say this, I don’t think I can.’ 
Another woman raises her hand. She has a firm look. She takes the microphone, tilting 
her head. ‘Yes, I was just wondering,’ her voice at once still. ‘In your opinion, why do mothers 
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from your country let children get on a boat when it is obvious people die and their children 
might die? I mean, why would anyone let their children go on such a dangerous journey?’ 
I pull the microphone back and look around. I don’t know whether I should say that I 
did not come here by boat. Jeremy and Summer appear shocked. I lean in to the microphone and 
Basel motions that he will answer this question if I cannot.  
I shake my head and begin. ‘I want to tell you that people do not have choice. You say it 
is dangerous, but where we were is more dangerous. But I have a friend, two members of her 
family died to get here. Her mother is not alive. We would not do this if we had a choice. The sea 
is safer than the land.’ 
‘Thank you for your question,’ the chair interrupts nervously. ‘I think, maybe, that is 
enough questions for the moment.’ 
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Chapter 31: A Great Saving 
 
Lucy 
 
‘I’m so sorry but I cannot shake men’s hands,’ Azra says to a man who has approached her, her 
voice quick and excited. Instead, she reaches for my hand and takes it. ‘Thank you for coming,’ 
she says to me, holding it tight. She won’t let it go, she takes it with both hands. She is talking so 
much, turning to other people. I don’t understand, I’ve never heard her speak so much. She is 
talking a mile a minute. Her grip on my hand gets tighter and tighter. 
Others have come to speak to her, but she does not let go of my hand. She continues 
talking to them and her grip is only tightening. She introduces me each time.  
‘And where are you from?’ a woman asks me, who introduces herself as Clare.  
‘Epping,’ I say, ‘but I live in Northcote now.’ 
‘Oh, I thought maybe you were from another country,’ she says.  
I am taken aback. Although I have memories of living in Chile when I was a little girl, I 
think I am more Australian. We arrived to Melbourne in November, it was cold, it was rainy and it 
was night-time. Someone met us at the airport. We were travelling with four families and we got 
driven to the Midway Hostel, but now it’s the Maribyrnong Detention Centre. Back then, it was 
pretty much like a hotel. You had a room, you had food, you had somewhere to wash your 
clothes, you had English lessons. I remember the smells of the food in the dining room, a 
communal dining room. The smell of Vegemite. I love that smell, even today. It was very 
welcoming, everything was very happy for me.  
It wasn’t happy for everyone. My sister was 11 and she was sad and crying. She’d left her 
dog, her cat, all her friends. For me, though, it was this huge adventure and I loved it. I guess 
that’s the way I always thought about it. 
‘She is Chilean,’ says Azra. 
‘Australian,’ I say. ‘My family is from Chile.’ 
‘You really don’t look Chilean. I would have picked you for Persian,’ Clare says, 
examining my features like I am an item she is interested in purchasing. ‘I know Chileans. One of 
my good friends is from Chile. You don’t look like her.’ 
‘Where is your friend from?’ I ask. 
‘Santiago, I think. She came over during the dictatorship. Awful, wasn’t it? Your parents 
too?’ 
Disappeared. That’s what Tia Val said. On the day of the coup, Tia Lucia disappeared. 
The military rounded everyone up into the Estadio Nacional, the national soccer stadium. They 
looked for her there but she wasn’t there. They don’t know where they took her. The first week 
they were locked in the tunnels below the stadium with thousands of others. The cold winds blew 
through the tunnels. They could hear the prisoners being tortured in the lavatories and lockers. 
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They listened. They had to. To know if it was those they loved. It was not Lucia. They waited to 
hear her name over the intercom system. Lucia. Santa Lucia is the name of a hill in Santiago. They 
used to go walking there on sunny days.  
‘She was a saint, your Aunt Lucia,’ that’s what Val had said. Santa. After what must have 
been the second week, they allowed them to go into the stands and wander into the sun. If she 
was there, she might have been taken before they found her. Some had floated down the 
Mapocho River out to sea. Some had never returned. A few years ago they found bodies in 
Cemetario Central, the main cemetery in Santiago, buried two in a grave. They called it Patio 29. 
Families followed the story to see if their loved ones were among them. She was not. When they 
asked Pinochet to comment, he insisted he didn’t know anything, but ‘what a great saving’ he had 
said. 
 It seems so far away, another world away. I feel that I know Australia more than Chile, 
the country that birthed me.  
 ‘Where are you from?’ I ask Clare, trying to change the subject. 
‘I’m Australian. But my family is Irish. From Cork,’ she tells me. ‘Have you ever been to 
Chile?’ 
‘No,’ I say, looking into my wine.  
 ‘You really should go. I would if I were you. I went on a wine tour there. It was lovely. 
When did your family come over?’ 
‘Eighties.’ 
‘Oh, I read about that. You must read Isabelle Allende? What a horrible regime. Thank 
god it’s over, right?’ 
‘They probably still haven’t dealt with it,’ I say, surprised at myself. I laugh to make it out 
like I didn’t mean any offence.  
She continues, ‘I teach English to international students. Once, when I was teaching in 
California, I had Pinochet’s granddaughter in my class.’  
‘Really?’ I ask, surprised. 
Clare takes a sip of her wine and says matter-of-factly, ‘Yes. I told the class, “Class, many 
of you may not know this, but Eva’s grandfather used to be the president of Chile. He was a 
dictator and now he is wanted for war crimes”.’ 
‘You said what?’ I ask, not believing what I’m hearing.  
She seems taken aback. ‘They were learning about human rights. Why? Do you think that 
was wrong?’ 
‘You told her class her grandfather was a war criminal. It is a little wrong. It’s not her 
fault.’  
‘Don’t you think they deserve to know? I think they deserve to know if there is the 
granddaughter of a war criminal,’ she says, a sense of justice in her voice. 
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‘No, I don’t,’ I say.  
‘But, don’t you think it was terrible?’ she says, as though I simply do not understand the 
gravity of the situation.  
And maybe I don’t.  
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Chapter 32: Reception 
 
Amar 
 
When I return, the audience has moved to the reception room. Basel is standing with Dr 
Christopher. ‘How are you, my friend?’ he asks me. ‘Thank you for coming.’ 
Basel introduces us. ‘This is Doctor Christopher,’ he says.  
‘Pleasure,’ he says, shaking my hand. ‘Call me Richmond. Remarkable talk on Sudan, have 
you ever thought about abandoning that medical degree and studying history?’ Richmond smiles 
at Basel and he laughs. Richmond picks up a wine glass from a tray a woman is carrying. ‘Is this 
alcoholic?’ 
‘No,’ the woman says, nodding at the other side, ‘those are, so you’re ’right. What you’ve 
got there’s sparkling water.’ 
‘Oh no, I wanted it to be alcoholic,’ he grins, putting it down and picking up another.  
He thanks her as she tries to balance the tray again, lost when he disrupted the weight of 
it. She offers the tray to Basel, who takes a glass of the sparkling water.  
‘History. Very interesting,’ he says politely.  
‘No, no. I’m kidding, enjoy that medical degree. We could always use more doctors like 
you. You know, I’m often mistaken for a medical doctor when they see my title? I feel terrible 
having to explain it.’ 
‘Oh yeah?’ Basel raises an eyebrow.  
‘Oh yes, it once happened on a plane for god’s sake. Imagine, they asked me if I was a 
doctor. The airhostess said they needed a doctor immediately, that someone had lost 
consciousness. I had to explain to her I wasn’t that kind of doctor. Now, if someone needed help 
debating the intricacies of the Second World War I could have done something.’ He starts 
laughing and needs to put his hand on my shoulder to steady himself.  
‘You are funny. The person was okay?’ 
Looking pleased, Richmond says, ‘Oh yes, yes. They did find a doctor, thank christ.’  
‘Ah good,’ Basel says, relieved.  
Richmond looks serious for a moment. ‘So I must ask you, how did you find that talk? 
Some of the audience questions were not too … difficult? No. What’s the word?’ 
‘No, it’s okay,’ Basel says. ‘Thank you. It is normal questions, I think. It’s good to be 
interested.’ He rubs his brow. ‘Was it okay?’ 
Before he can answer, a man pushes in with his wife. I recognise them, they both asked 
questions. He introduces himself as Chris and his wife as Cynthia.  
He says, ‘Yes, very good. Look, thank you so much for doing the talk. We really 
appreciate it. We need to hear from more people like you, you know.’ He steadies himself and 
turns to me. ‘Where are you from, if you don’t mind me asking?’ 
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‘He is from Footscray,’ Basel answers for me, ‘like me, we are brothers.’  
Chris’s face contorts and, before he can answer, Richmond says, ‘Brothers, yes, of course. 
West-siders. I’m a South-sider myself,’ and laughs.  
 ‘Very interesting talk,’ the man continues. ‘I’ve been reading about refugee law. 
Fascinating stuff. So you were on a boat. You’re an asylum seeker.’ 
Richmond interrupts him again. ‘Chris is a history student, but you are taking a free 
course on law now too, is that correct?’ he explains.  
Chris says, ‘Yes, but—’ 
Richmond continues, ‘Now Chris, that’s an interesting question. Can I ask you, since 
you’ve been reading law, do you know the difference between asylum seeker and refugee?’  
As Richmond talks, he begins to walk away, Chris following. Basel is looking at a woman 
pouring drinks and soon excuses himself. I don’t move. I don’t like being called an asylum seeker. 
I have this feeling that I’m not a person when I am called an asylum seeker. Queue jumper. Illegal. 
Client. Unauthorised entrant. Boat person.  
Chris’s wife turns to me. ‘So how long have you been in Australia?’ 
‘One week,’ I say. 
‘Fresh off the boat, no pun intended,’ she laughs.  
‘Yes,’ I tell her. ‘Just arrived.’ 
She tilts her head and begins to speak more slowly, so I can understand. ‘And how long 
have you been here, exactly?’ 
‘One week. Today,’ I tell her. 
Her eyes widen. ‘Interesting. And what about your family?’ 
‘My family?’ I ask. 
‘Yes, did you bring your family?’ she asks, examining me.  
I stumble over the words. ‘I don’t have. I mean, single.’  
‘Ah yes, and your mother and father?’ she asks.  
‘My …’ 
‘Your parents, where are your parents?’ she repeats, more loudly.  
 ‘My mother is in Iran,’ I answer.  
‘And your father?’ she asks. 
‘I don’t know.’ 
‘How can you not know?’ She laughs again and then looks at me for a long moment, 
waiting for an answer. 
I turn to see Chris standing next to me again.  
‘I’m sorry, I just overheard. You’re from Iran,’ Chris says. ‘I happen to know Iran is a 
Muslim country. Are you Christian? You would have to be to get the visa, wouldn’t you?’ 
‘I’m Muslim, yes.’ 
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‘So you lied on your visa to come to Australia?’ he says, jokingly. ‘You must have said you 
were Christian.’ 
‘I don’t lie,’ I say.  
How do I tell him, I would not lie about what I’ve seen? People may lie. A lot of people 
lie. I’m not lying. I’ve seen terrible things, things no one should have to see. No one. And they do 
not believe my story. So many people have asked me if it is a lie. They ask me if I made my story 
up to come here. They asked me if I could give them more detail. What were the walls like? Who 
was with you? Where are your cousins? Did they threaten you? Why did you come here? Why are 
you here? 
  ‘Then why did you come?’ he asks.  
I feel hot again. The room is not getting smaller, the people are getting larger, louder. ‘I 
wasn’t saying things against the government. I wasn’t,’ I explain. I need to explain to him that I 
didn’t have a choice. ‘You can’t know what it’s like,’ I say. ‘Like here in Australia, the 
infrastructure, it needs work. The buildings are not so nice. We have the same money, resources, 
you could build archways, beautiful gates. Just not the same freedoms. Like today, I saw a protest 
and it was so funny, the men dressed as sheep and they came on the tram. It’s not like this. It’s 
not the same freedom. It’s, ah, abuse of the human right. It’s prison, then centres. We have a 
right. But me, I didn’t even say the things they say I said. And what can I say? I cannot talk, I 
cannot say anything. I cannot walk in the gardens. It’s the way the buildings are, no foundations. 
Maybe you have rains, floods. You must build them on stilts. This way the waters go under the 
home. You think you don’t need the foundations? You still need the foundations! You cannot 
have the water take the gardens away.’ 
The man and his wife have become silent.  
I turn to him. ‘I ask you, why did they build them this way? It makes no sense.’ In this 
moment, I’m thinking maybe he knows. He can tell me something.  
Basel puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘My friend, how are you?’  
Suddenly I am so tired. Chris has set his glass down and is quiet. I hear Basel’s voice and 
it stays with me, it travels like a mist, rolling over me, the room, the university.  
‘You have been yelling, Amar. Sit down, man, sit down. You want a water? I’ll get you a 
water.’ 
Chris looks like he has suddenly come out of a trance. He shakes my hand and Basel’s. 
He takes his coat from a chair and leaves the room immediately with his wife. The light hurts my 
eyes and a ringing is quietly rising to my ears. Perhaps the things that I think should not be said. I 
think about my room, the comfort in darkness, where people cannot see you. I long to be back in 
the hazy, empty dreams.  
I’m exhausted. ‘Everyone tries to help me, you can’t help me.’ 
‘Hey, it’s okay. We’ll go, yeah? Let’s go, man, I don’t need to stick around here,’ he says.  
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‘No, no, you go, I’ll wait outside.’ The noise has stopped. It is like someone screaming 
without the sound.  
‘Take a cigarette,’ Basel says. He pulls out a cigarette. ‘You know, smoke it, breathe, man. 
It’ll help you. Deep breathing.’ 
I take the cigarette and lighter from him and go outside. The paper is thin and I can see 
the tobacco he has rolled inside. I light the end and it catches fire. I blow it out and it burns red as 
I inhale. It is night. The stars burn cold like diamonds.  
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Chapter 33: Catering 
 
Nina 
 
The University of Melbourne is like a village. There are restaurants, there are shops, there are even 
hair salons. When I arrive at the Arts Building, I imagine that they will be angry with me because I 
came late. Bec is already setting the pies and sausage rolls onto silver platters. Bec is a round, red-
faced woman. She takes the train from Castlemaine to Melbourne every day and has two young 
children. But her life is difficult because she is in the middle of a divorce. She looks tired, dark 
patches under her startling blue eyes. 
When she sees me, she greets me cheerily, wiping her hands on her apron. I begin to set 
the empty table in the reception room, placing a large white sheet over it and then unpacking the 
wine glasses from the cardboard boxes left for me.  
‘How long until the lecture finishes?’ I ask Bec. 
She stops working for a moment and turns to me. ‘Halfa, I reckon. How ya going, Nina? 
How’s your daughter and that beautiful baby doing?’  
‘Good, Bec. How are you? How’s your children?’ 
‘Alright, all things considering. Ex-partner reckons he’s gonna try an’ take the kids to live 
with him in Queensland, but that’s not happening.’  
When she says ‘happening’ she sounds almost cheerful.  
‘He wants to take the children? Why doesn’t he stay here?’ I ask. 
‘Doesn’t matter. Not happening,’ she says and turns a small quiche around and around 
again.  
I place the wine glasses in neat rows, but my hands are not steady. One falls down and I 
take it up quickly. ‘Bec, where will I work today? Do you know?’ 
  ‘Can you help me pour wine?’ she asks. 
I glance at my hand and it appears steady. ‘Yes, but I need to ask Susan something about 
leave. Will she be coming?’  
‘Yeah, she said she’d pop in a minute, sometime later. She’s at the lecture right now and 
then she’ll bring all the guests over with the organiser,’ she says. 
Bec hands the glasses to me while I begin pouring the wine.  
 The people from the talk enter from the doors on either side of the large reception room. 
There are no tables, some red chairs and nothing more. The floors are polished wood, the ceilings 
very high and artworks painted by Aboriginal artists on the walls. Lined on the opposite wall are 
old sketches of Indigenous people holding spears.  People talk to each other and are dressed very 
nicely. Some younger people sit in corners with beer and wine.  
 A large man walks into the room. They are saying things to him and he is nodding. This 
man looks so familiar. When he smiles and walks towards me, I realise it is the friend of Elias, 
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Basel. He says hello to me as I pour the wine. Bec is giving the glasses to the people. She asks 
them, ‘Which wine will you have? We have red and white.’ And I give them the glass. Red, white, 
glass. Red, white, glass. This is how it goes.  
Basel stands next to me, but is only able to say hello before he is interrupted by another 
man. He apologises and then asks me, ‘Is that an accent? Where are you from?’ 
 ‘Africa,’ I say. 
 ‘Yes, but where in Africa?’ he asks. 
 I look to Basel because I do not understand the question.  
The man says, ‘This man here, do you know him? He is from Sudan. He just gave a 
beautiful talk. Beautiful. You’re a brave man.’ He winks at Basel.  
‘Thank you, man,’ Basel says, smiling. ‘This is Chris, he’s a student.’ 
‘Professional student,’ Chris corrects. ‘And do you know this beautiful woman? Do you 
know where she is from?’ he asks. 
 Basel laughs. ‘She is from Fitzroy,’ he says. 
 ‘How can you tell?’ Chris asks Basel, who now seems a little confused. 
 ‘She is my friend’s wife’s friend,’ Basel says. 
The man laughs. ‘Fitzroy? I didn’t think that was in Africa.’ 
 ‘She is from Sudan,’ he says, smiling. 
 Someone pushes in. ‘White, please.’ I fill another glass.  
Basel says goodbye and that he will talk to me later. The man stays. I continue to fill 
glasses and can feel that he has another question to ask me. My English makes me nervous, my 
hand is shaking again.  
 ‘So what brought you here?’ he asks.  
As he does, he reaches for one of the long braids in my hair. My hands are full and I can’t 
protest.  
He rolls it around in his hand. ‘These are very nice, they look so real.’ 
 The glass of red I am filling spills onto the table. It is on the white cloth, some people 
have red on them too. I take a towel and begin wiping. Susan returns and helps me, Bec as well. 
They are quick and efficient. People are wiping the wine off their frocks with their hands. I 
apologise, but they smile and say it is okay, and they move away from the table quickly.  
The man still has not left. ‘I’ve got a friend from Sudan,’ he says as I clean. ‘I knew before 
I asked you. I can tell because of the dark skin. What do they call it, blue-black?’  
I smile but don’t say a word. Bec returns and asks him if she can help him.  
He waves his hand, ‘No, no. I’m fine. I’m just talking to this lovely young lady here. 
Anyway, nice to meet you.’  
Finally he goes and Bec watches him with her arms folded. ‘Did that dickhead give you a 
fright, Nina?’ Bec says.  
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Susan returns with a fresh tablecloth. ‘That dickhead, I looked over and saw him looking 
at her,’ she says.  
‘What a creep, eh, Nina?’ 
‘I am sorry,’ I say. 
‘You’re ’right love. No worries at all. Let’s make sure that one doesn’t get another drink.’ 
She throws the new cloth over the spill and moves the glasses away. 
Bec turns around as if she just remembered something. ‘Did you have something to ask 
Susan?’ she says to me. 
I wipe the wine from my uniform. It has begun to seep into the white parts and there is 
no hiding the red stains. ‘No. It’s nothing.’ 
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Chapter 34: Bus 
 
Nina 
 
After the shift I walk to the bus. I am tired. I do not want to think about what to do next week 
with the examinations. The people waiting at the bus stop, their faces do not turn to each other. 
They do not speak. I do not mind the waiting or the quiet. I can sit down here for a long time, just 
sit here. But always, I’m thinking about things.  
The bus pulls up at the kerb, a long, blue rectangle shape. It almost hits the edge. I give 
my card to the driver. The bus drivers, they are friendly. I think this is because people, they say hi 
to them and goodbye and thank you. And you see them. You don’t see the drivers on tram or train 
behind the glass so much. They don’t like to look at you. The bus driver says hello. I ask the bus 
driver to stop at Hoddle Street because sometimes I miss it. He tells me that he will tell me when 
we will get to my stop. 
I sit in the middle of the bus by myself and the bus doesn’t move. It is not so full at this 
time of night. I watch more people as they come on. As the bus rocks gently away from the kerb, 
a man’s open hand hits the window, the sound echoing through the air. He hits it again, this time 
with his fist. It is no longer to be noticed, but to warn. The bus stops dutifully and the doors 
open.  
A head appears below the stairs, a distracted one with hair pushed to one side, tired blue 
wide eyes. ‘Thanks, mate,’ he exhales to the driver cheerfully, his back to him as he lifts the front 
of a pram.  
The back of the pram is held by a blonde woman, her eyes half-closed. When she reaches 
the top of the steps, she holds the pram in place with the weight of her body, pulling out two train 
cards for the driver. ‘No charge for the pram, yeah?’ she asks.  
The driver waves at them, shaking his head. They stop front of me, looking at the empty 
seats, and then me, and then the seats again. I am, for a moment, an object to be studied. His eyes 
flash and he raises his foot, bringing it down hard on mine. I can feel the pain moving from my 
toes, to my knees, to my stomach. My first response is to cry out, but I do not change my face.  
‘She is in your seat,’ he says, looking to the woman.  
I can feel his eyes studying me. He must wonder why I do not move, must want me to 
cry.  
‘You’re in her seat, you hear me?’ he says loudly.  
I want to say, ‘I heard you the first time,’ but the blood has begun to move in my body, 
my heart is beating so fast I cannot make any words. Like a dog eating you. That’s what angry 
people do. Before they come to hurt you, that’s what they do. I say to the man sweetly, ‘Me? 
There are plenty of seats, those there next to her are for the prams.’ I cross my legs, taking the 
weight off my aching foot. I look casual, not interested. 
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The woman pushes the brake on the pram and moves next to her man. ‘I hate the 
government, bringing you people here. And it’s my right to speak my mind. It’s my right as an 
Australian,’ she says, choking back tears.  
I remember, the right to be bigots.  
‘It’s my country,’ she cries. ‘My great-grandparents fought for this country, not yours.’ 
I can see inside the pram, but there is no child, only bags of shopping and some apples. 
Standing up with my great height, I look down on him, my foot throbbing. ‘You should say sorry,’ 
I say.  
‘What did you say?’ he says, moving closer.  
As calmly and sweetly as I can, I say, ‘You should say sorry, because you hurt my foot.’  
At the next stop, I run outside. A hand hits the window next to me as the bus pulls away 
and I see him smiling. I am shaking. I sit on the bench.  
‘You ’right?’ a voice asks me. ‘I saw what happened on the bus. I just wanted to make 
sure you are okay.’ 
‘I am good, thank you,’ I say. 
She turns to go, but stops and says to me, ‘I’m sorry that happened. It’s not all of us. 
We’re not all racists. They were just crazy.’ She pauses. ‘You shouldn’t have said anything. They’re 
crazy, you know. It’s best to be quiet in that situation. You don’t want to make them more angry. 
You sure you’re okay, love?’  
‘One or two weak ones, they can make you feel people are not good,’ I say. ‘But I know 
Australia is a tolerant country. The people are good. They are good.’  
She stays with me for a minute, but eventually she must leave. When she says goodbye, I 
cannot say anything. My mind, it doesn’t stop. It goes. Goes, goes. I don’t really want to spend my 
life feeling Australia’s not a home, Australia is home. I will walk. I need one minute, I say to myself, 
one minute, and I will walk. Everything is only twenty minutes’ walking from here. Everything is 
only twenty minutes from here. 
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Chapter 35: Schrödinger’s Cat 
 
Azra 
 
Jeremy and Summer find me after the talk. They look concerned.  
‘You were brilliant,’ Jeremy says. ‘I apologise about the questions. I had no idea they 
would be asking questions like that.’ 
‘Some were a bit … insensitive?’ Summer says. 
‘It’s okay,’ I say, relaxed. ‘Maybe some people were dickheads.’  
They seem shocked, then begin laughing so much it seems like they will never stop.  
‘It’s not usually like that,’ Jeremy says. ‘I don’t know why they asked you and not Basel 
those questions. You didn’t even come here on a boat.’ 
‘It’s okay. I think they are nice people, just curious. That’s okay, really, I’m fine.’ I laugh. 
‘It was good. Usually, people, I don’t think they believe my stories,’ I say. ‘Back at the camp, 
everyone had stories like this. They were everywhere. Like they were cats.’ 
‘Cats?’ he asks. 
‘Locked in a box,’ I say. 
‘You’ll have to explain, Azra. I’m not sure quite what you mean,’ he says. 
‘At uni,’ I explain, ‘they told us about a box in which you put a cat and that cat will maybe 
be alive forever until you open the box. But this, I do not need a scientist to tell me this. This is 
what we call hope.’  
He nods and says he understands. How can I put it into words? I think to myself, what is 
it if not this? Hope is not an animal in a box. It is the sound of your mother speaking your name. 
It’s the feeling of someone hugging you after you have cried. Or family waiting for you at the 
airport. It is that moment someone tells you, it’s alright, you can go home now. 
 
  
 266 
 
Chapter 36: Past is Past 
 
Lucy 
 
The SBS documentary freezes and then unfreezes on YouTube. I click other buttons, refresh the 
screen, check my connection to the internet. I’m curled up on the couch with a cup of tea. My 
housemate, Lina, is in the kitchen, banging the pots and pans around as she cooks pasta. Adriana 
Rivas is not as old as she first seemed on the news at my father’s house. I examine her frozen 
image, her lips in a half smile, her eyes in a country that no longer exists, not in the way she 
remembers it.  
I found out Tia Val was dying by text message. I had sent her a message asking how she 
was. For some reason, it just popped into my mind. It came back quickly, like she was checking 
her phone. ‘Bloody awful!’ was her response. ‘In the hospice. Very weak—’ Pa didn’t want me to 
go until we were all together. When we arrived, she was surrounded by loved ones. It was solemn 
and quiet. No one mentioned the funeral Val had already planned, not even Ines.  
When it was our turn to go into the room, she was upright. She took Pa’s hand and spoke 
in Spanish. She said, ‘Remember when we drove to Brisbane, Tiny, in that piece of junk car? Do 
you still have that car, Tiny?’  
When she saw me she stopped. She said to me, ‘Lucita, promise me you won’t go to 
Chile.’  
Pa sternly nodded at me, and so I had promised. But I wondered in that moment which 
Lucia I was. 
Adriana Rivas is wearing an impressive fur cardigan. As she turns her back to the 
cameras, you can see the clasp of gold necklace that has been tucked into her blouse. ‘How else 
would a middle class girl like me get access to the best restaurants, to limousines?’ she says before 
the screen freezes again. Her voice is raw, her accent thick and lilting, not in the sing-song way 
they say the Southerners speak, but brisk Spanish – every question, every comment an accusation. 
‘I saw a king’s coronation!’ she cries with pride, leaning back. She sits tall, her dyed hair masking 
the grey of the earlier news report, as if to say it never existed. The defiant look of former great 
power. She adjusts her thick-framed glasses. ‘I was studying to be a bilingual secretary at 
university. That was my future. Intelligence came looking for us. When Intelligence Directorate 
National chose me, they took care of me. The best tailors, we were dressed by them four times a 
year. The best years of my life.’  
The reporter is absent from the screen, his questions removed for the most part, her  
words edited into a steady stream of monologue. ‘Torture?’ she asks.  
I lean forward, expecting her to refuse to answer the question.  
She is not afraid of the invisible questioner. She says matter-of-factly, ‘Every country 
tortures. How else do you get information from such despicable people as the communists? No 
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psychology will work. There is not an injection you can give them, like you see on television. It is 
the only way. The Nazis knew it. We know. The US knows it, whether they admit it or not.’  
I cringe.  
She looks like any cleaner. Any older woman. Except to see her on television in her 
hidden jewellery you would think she was living in a palace, and maybe she was, from 10 am to 5 
pm, a borrowed palace, a borrowed country, a land that would never be hers again.  
‘And Manuel Contreras, who is serving five hundred years in prison for torture, rape and 
murder of interned communists? No, you can never make me believe that. I only have good 
memories of him. It’s organised against him. It is against me, that is why I had to leave. He was a 
good man, my boss, the best man I ever met. When my father, he was a merchant, got into some 
trouble, he owed money. I came to Manuel. He gave me the money right then and there, to get 
him out of prison. I said, How will I pay it back? He said, You don’t have to pay it back. I tried to thank 
him, he said, Not another word, just take it. He is the kindest person I have ever known. These 
people leave a mark on your life. You can’t forget them.’  
It is chilling, the quiet denial. The invisible man asks about the disappeared.  
‘Where is the proof? Where? No,’ she suppresses a smile, ‘the words of someone trying to 
save himself. No, we did not torture anyone. How many former DINA agents are living in 
Australia? There are no agents here. It never happened.’ 
I click open the next window of my screen and the flight receipt pops up. I had checked 
again and again. It is safe to go there now, that’s what every travel site, Wikipedia, government site 
said.  
I look at photos of happy Australians skiing on the mountains, of beaches stretching in a 
crescent and of vineyards.  
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Chapter 37: The Forest Through the Trees 
 
Amar 
 
My body feels as though it is falling, but I am already on the ground. The floor of my flat is cool. 
If you choose to stay here and be processed, you may wait an indefinite amount of time to receive a decision 
on your visa.  
There is a bald spot on the carpet by my hand. My fingernails brush it, up and down, up 
and down, scratching the fibres.  
Should you choose to return to Iran for any reason you will not be allowed to re-enter Australia.  
I pull and tear at them. I look at my nails and try to pull the red and black grit from under 
them. There is nothing that has changed. It has always been this way. 
You will not be allowed to bring your family here. 
The smooth, silvery-blue mattress with the Brotherhood of St Laurence tag still attached 
attracts the escaped light from the window. And why doesn’t the window open? I heard once that 
it is because they don’t want people to jump. Why would anyone jump? They say a man jumped 
from the windows of his flat once. It was an old flat, not like these. These are old but perhaps a 
decade newer than the ones I describe. You can see it in the design. Utilitarian. Not convenient. 
No beauty, only function. He was running from the police.  
Wait. 
On the ceiling there is the movement of insects, which sometimes disappear from view at 
the turn of my head. They are there, I know they are there, their glinting black bodies reflecting 
the light and taking all the darkness away. This place is filled with cockroaches, I feel them rushing 
over me when I close my eyes. The mattress is too close to the ground. 
Hands behind your head. 
I hear Basel shuffling outside my door. He has done this for the last four days. He 
worries. He called Clinton yesterday. He told Clinton that a caseworker should check on his 
clients. I wonder if Basel thought Clinton could make me better. He could tell me that my visa has 
been approved. He could tell me that it is all a lie, that I can bring my family to Australia. That I 
will see my maman again. Just tell him there is a possibility you can get him a visa, Basel said to him. 
C’mon, man, I think he’s not good right now … I know you can’t do that but maybe something … Alright, 
thanks, I’ll see you next week. I heard this and I sank deeper into the blue, cold mattress.  
Get up. Get up. 
I can hear Basel’s voice calling me from the hall. ‘You must get up, my friend. The sun is 
above you now. This means it is time to rise from the bed.’ 
I say nothing. There is nothing out there for me. 
He is knocking on the door. It is like his voice itself is hitting the wood, trying to break its 
way in. ‘Brother, you must get up. The sun is above you now. You have to get up, man.’  
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The blanket is sweat-stained and the pattern of pale roses lights up as I slide it over my 
face and groan, ‘You are not my brother.’ 
There is the noise of the door breaking from the wall. ‘No. I am not your brother. Get 
up, Amar. It is time. It has been four days.’  
His shadow is visible above me. I remove the sheet from my eyes and amongst the 
stinging of the exposed bulb see his still frame. He wears plastic thongs with an Australian flag, 
the blue white and red bleeding over the sides.  
He says, ‘Amar, I have been here before. On the bed. Not able to even lift my head. But 
there comes a time when a man must get up out of the bed. It is time. You cannot lie like a man 
dying or you will die. Come.’  
The laptop is open. The screen is blue with the image of a phone ringing.  
‘Perhaps this is for you,’ he says, pleadingly.  
It says Maman. He sets the computer down on the dresser and reaches for my hand.  
 
 
 
 
 
